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Isaiah- man and mission                                                               Text: Isaiah 1:1  
(Scripture quotes from the New King James Version unless otherwise indicated)
In reading the New Testament (NT) we come across the name of Isaiah some twenty times. In the gospel of Luke chapter 3 we read a quote from the book of Isaiah regarding John the Baptist. Jesus began his ministry reading from the scroll of the prophet Isaiah (Luke 4:18). Jesus often referred to the word of Isaiah the prophet, and the fulfilment of these words. Jesus quoted from Isaiah chapter 53 and chapter 6 in John chapter 12. Jesus said, ‘these things Isaiah said when he saw his glory and spoke of him’ (John 12:41). Isaiah 53 speaks of the suffering of Jesus of Nazareth more vividly than other passage in the Bible, including the NT.

The book of Isaiah is on par with the book of Psalms as the most frequently quoted, or alluded to, book in the New Testament. Almost a quarter of the references or allusions to the Old Testament found in the book of Revelation come from Isaiah. If we want to understand the NT we need to read the book of Isaiah, daunting as this may appear. We might even apply the words of John in Revelation to this book- ‘blessed is he who reads, and those who hear, the words of this prophecy and keep those things which are written in it, for the time is near’ (Rev 1:3). Isaiah is not easy to read because most of it is prophecy written in the form of poetry. Poetry is not the most popular subject in school today and few study it after school. But with God’s help we will start digging to find the great treasures buried in this book.  
1.Outline 

Before digging we should briefly survey the scene. Glancing over the book we find, as just mentioned, that most of it is poetry with just a few, largely historical, narrative sections. We are somewhat familiar with OT poetry from the book of Psalms. In poetry we find unusual word order, as well as features such as alliteration and assonance. Capturing these features in translation from the Hebrew, however, is not easy. Poetry is specifically suited to reading or hearing aloud, which was the case with most prophecy. Isaiah, however, was a writing prophet. He lived in days of increasing affluence and literacy in Israel. Isaiah was actually involved in writing the history of King Uzziah and maybe other kings (2Chron 26:22). 
Isaiah is a large book of 66 chapters, more than any other prophetic book, or historical book for that matter. These 66 chapters can be subdivided in different ways but the most common is to divide them at chapter 40 with the words, 'comfort, comfort my people'. A comment in my Bible says that Isaiah is like a miniature Bible with 39 chapters and then 27 chapters just as the Bible has 39 Old Testament (OT) books and 27 NT books. 

We have to be careful making such a division, however, because critics a hundred and more years ago started calling the second part Deutero- Isaiah, and even Deutero and Tritio-Isaiah (chapters 40-55 and 56-66). Some ‘great unknown’, so they claimed, wrote these later chapters. When I first studied Isaiah I had to read such critics. These scholars did not think Isaiah could be writing about the fall of Babylon almost 200 years before it happened. In chapters 44 and 45 Isaiah writes of King Cyrus who brought about the fall of Babylon. But the fundamental unity of this book must be maintained. This unity is seen in the theme and language of the book. 
2.Content

In addition to the structure, we will briefly note the content of this book. This will be the subject of our ongoing exposition of course. Allan Harman refers to ‘the interplay of historical and eschatological themes’- that is about the last things and the day of the Lord. He also writes that the message of Isaiah ‘relates to the way in which God is going to purify his people through judgment and restore them into a close covenant relationship with himself’.

The first chapter sets the scene for the whole book. It begins with the people of God rebelling against him (1:2). They kept on worshipping God outwardly but lusted for riches and oppressed the poor. God called them to repent. He reached out in grace – ‘though your sins are like scarlet they shall be as white as snow’ (1:18). Refusing to repent, they come under divine judgment. The sovereign God brought other nations to attack and devour them, and scatter them over the face of the earth (Deut 28).

We find many oracles of judgment upon Judah and the surrounding nations. The ‘Holy One of Israel’ or ‘Lord of hosts’ as Isaiah most often calls God, is the sovereign God of the all nations. Isaiah declares divine judgment upon many nations that impacted upon Israel. The Assyrian army felt the wrath of God when an angel of the Lord killed 185,000 in one night (37:36).
Judgment and salvation go hand in hand in this book. God preserves a faithful remnant. In grace he restores those who return to him. This book is about spiritual revival. The voice of the prophet is heard throughout the nation, even in the corridors of power. Yet rebellion continues. The people refuse to return to the Lord and so judgment comes upon them. The northern kingdom fell to the Assyrian forces during the time of Isaiah’s ministry. In the south the city of Jerusalem was only saved by divine intervention. 
While Isaiah’s prophecy concerned Judah and Jerusalem in the first instance (1:1), it did not end there. As already mentioned, he spoke of Cyrus, the Persian King, and the return of the exiles from Babylon. He spoke of the ‘suffering servant’ in passages that point to the Messiah, the anointed of God. Jesus spoke of the fulfilment of words of Isaiah in his coming into the world. Isaiah is quoted in the book of Revelation because Isaiah spoke of ‘the new heavens and new earth’ (65:17) and the New Jerusalem as the city of righteousness, the faithful city (1:26). 
3.The Prophet 

Isaiah was the son of Amoz- not Amos the prophet. This is all we know for certain of his background, although there are indications that he was of ‘noble descent’. He had ready access to the king. Isaiah had a wife whom he calls ‘the prophetess’. He had at least two sons who were given prophetic names (8:3-4). Isaiah’s own name, Yesha yahu in Hebrew, means ‘Yahweh is salvation’. Salvation is what this book is all about. 

The opening words refer to the vision Isaiah ‘saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem in the days of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah’ (1:1). Isaiah had a vivid vision of the Lord sitting on a throne in the year that king Uzziah died (6:1). He does not describe what he saw in this vision but relates the message that was given to him by the Lord. Whether he received this message in one vision or as number of visions over his lifetime is not clear, but we understand this opening verse to apply to the whole 66 chapters of this book. 
Isaiah prophesied over a period of forty years as indicated by the rule of these four kings. Uzziah died in 740BC and Hezekiah in 687BC. After Hezekiah came Manasseh, the most wicked of kings in Judah. Tradition has it that Isaiah was sawn in two by Manasseh (Heb 11:37). Isaiah mentions the death of Sennacherib, king of Assyria which was in 681BC (37:38), but his ministry probably ended around 701BC. King Hezekiah was particularly dependent upon the advice and encouragement of the prophet Isaiah.

4.History

Isaiah was the first of the prophets in Judah, as distinct from the prophets in the northern kingdom of Israel. The nation had divided shortly after the death of King Solomon in 930BC. The young Uzziah came to power in 783BC. He became exceedingly strong (2Chron 26:8). He oversaw territorial expansion and increasing prosperity in Judah. The northern kingdom experienced similar expansion and prosperity. 

What happens in times of prosperity? Jesus said, ‘you cannot serve God and money’. Paul said, ‘the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil’. And so it was that all kinds of evil entered society in Israel and Judah. The people became proud and arrogant. In their effort to make more money they became corrupt and oppressed the poor. They had no time to worship God; they simply kept up appearances of worship. As they became rich materially they became poor spiritually. Isaiah spoke of this situation being reversed. 
On through the reign of Jotham the people continued to act corruptly even though he had success in war against the Ammonites (2Chron 27:2). Ahaz did not do what was right in the eyes of the Lord during his twenty year rule. He made idols and even sacrificed children. He shut the house of the Lord. Hezekiah did what was right spiritually but was not politically astute. 
Up until the time of Isaiah, Israel and Judah were not troubled by world powers. But that was to change with the rising power of Assyria- a rise interrupted briefly by the preaching of Jonah in Nineveh. They became the world superpower of the time and started to dominate surrounding nations, including Israel. The period of Isaiah’s ministry was marked by three major conflicts. Firstly, Israel and Syria formed an alliance to resist Assyria and wanted Judah to join. Ahaz refused and so they attacked Judah- but were unsuccessful (7:1). Ahaz sided with the Assyrians. He sent silver and gold from the temple to gain their support.

The second major event was the fall of Samaria, the capital of Israel in 722BC. The ruthless and cruel Assyrians besieged this city for three years. In the end they carried off thousands into exile and brought foreign people in to take their place. This was God’s judgment upon his people for their rebellion and wickedness. This should have been a warning to the people of Judah.

The third conflict or potential conflict was during the reign of Hezekiah. Judah had become like a vassal state to Assyria. When a new king called Sennacherib came to power in Assyria in 705BC, Hezekiah decided to rebel. He tried to get help from Egypt. But when the Assyrians came to camp outside Jerusalem Egypt was no help. In desperation Hezekiah called for Isaiah (37:2). The Lord in his mercy, and by his own hand, delivered Jerusalem from destruction by the Assyrians. 
5.Conclusion

‘Woe to those who go down to Egypt for help,

And rely on horses, who trust in chariots… 

who do not look to the Holy One of Israel’ (31:1). 

In times of trouble the people did everything but trust in the Lord.  They trusted in their own strength and cleverness; they trusted in their friends and in politicians; they ran to mediums and consulted horoscopes. But in the end it was the Lord who delivered them. 

Who or what do you turn to in times of trouble? Do you depend upon your own strength, refusing the help of others and even God’s help? Do you run to the press or to politicians hoping they will help you with some problem you have? Do you put your trust in physicians when you are sick? Many are devastated when the doctor says, ‘I can do no more to help you’. Who will help you in the face of death? 
Large parts of this earth are in drought, other parts are shaken by earthquakes and yet other parts are ravaged by war. The end is approaching. The day of the Lord is near. The Lord will shake the earth mightily says Isaiah (2:19,21, 13:13, 24:1,19). Who will you turn to in that day? Remember now is the day of salvation. Isaiah tells us to trust in the Lord. “The Lord your God will hold your right hand, saying to you, ‘fear not I will help you’ “(41:13). Do you find comfort in this wonderful promise of Almighty God?   
Forsaking the Lord                                                                    Text: Isaiah 1:2-9  
After growing up most children keep in touch with their parents and care for them in their old age. They display a sense of gratitude to their parents who fed and clothed them when they were young and helpless. Some children however, want nothing to do with their parents when they have grown up. They turn their backs on those who raised them. What do you think about such children? Some even plot to get their hands on their parent’s money and property before they die. What do you think about such children? Thoughtless, ungrateful wretches, would you call them?

‘I have nourished and brought up children and they have rebelled against me’ (1:2). This is what the Lord said to Israel through the prophet Isaiah. He was speaking to Judah and Jerusalem, to the people whom God had made his own. He was speaking to the children of the covenant, the children to whom God declared, ‘I will be you God and you shall be my people’.

These were the people who cried out to the Lord when they were slaves in Egypt. God heard their groaning and remembered his covenant (Exod 2:24). In his mercy, and with great power, the Lord brought his children out of bondage and into the land of milk and honey. He blessed them and promised to provide for them and protect them. Under the terms of the covenant they were not to worship other gods. They were to honour God by obeying the commandments he gave them. 

As the people prepared to enter Canaan, Moses warned them of the consequences of breaking the covenant by disobedience to the commands. He warned them not to forget the Lord when he prospered them (Deut 8:19). Moses detailed the curses which God would bring upon them if they disobeyed- actually it was not a matter of ‘if’ but ‘when’. ‘You grew fat, you grew thick, and you are obese! Then you forsook God who made you’ (Deut 32:15). In Deuteronomy 28 the divine curse upon covenant breakers included sickness and disease, drought and famine, ravaging and destruction by enemies and scattering from one end of the earth to the other.  In all this the Lord promised through Moses to bring them back from captivity if they returned to the Lord with all their heart and with all their soul (Deut 30:10).

1.Rebellion

The warning given by Moses was not heeded. As the covenant people of God became more prosperous they rebelled against God. Isaiah spoke to children who were rebelling against their heavenly Father. They were not the first to do so, nor were they the last. But God’s judgment was coming upon these people as never before. Only a very small remnant would be left in the land.

Isaiah began by calling upon heaven and earth to witness the whole situation. Moses did the same thing (Deut 32:1). This call for creation to act as witness points to a courtroom scene. The Lord is judge, Israel the defendant, and the rest of creation the witness. God’s judgment would be according to the terms of his covenant with them. God is holy and just. He must act according to his holiness and justice. 

God is love also. From this perspective the covenant is seen as a father-child relationship. Note the word ‘children’ in verses 2 and 4. The Judge who must judge justly is also the Father of these children. Their rebellion has aroused his anger in a personal way (1:4).  ‘They have rebelled against me’ (1:2). All sin is against God.  David said, ‘against you, you only have I sinned (Ps 51:4). The prodigal son said, ‘Father I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son’ (Luke 15:21). Sin is rebellion against God.

Out of grace God made a covenant with Israel, the people upon whom he set his love. His covenant commands were not a burden. They are holy, just and good. God gave commands for the good of his people. Calvin said of the commandments that they revealed the very character of God. When you disobey a command of God you are making a statement or judgment about the one who gave the command (James 4:11).  

A popular proverb states, ‘do not bite the hand that feeds you’.  Do you understand what this means? The people in Israel did not understand, according to Isaiah. He wrote, ‘the ox know its owner and the donkey its master’s crib’ (1:3). My dog knows the hand that feeds him and he has learned to be careful not to bite that hand. 

Many children threaten to run away from home and some actually do. But the wise ones soon realise they will not get far on their own and return to their parents. The children of Israel were not wise. Their lack of understanding will later be cited as one of the reasons for their exile (5:13). They turned away from the One who not only delivered them from slavery but kept them day after day as a shepherd cares for his sheep. 

Do you know the hand that feeds and cares for you? Very few in the church today, at least in this city, think of God as providing for their daily needs. They work hard to earn money and they care for themselves and their family with this money. They do not worry about where they will get food to eat tomorrow or next week or even next year. What do they think when they pray ‘give us this day our daily bread’? God can suddenly change all this of course, as the people of Israel found out.

2.Ravaging

Shame on you! Woe to you! Alas, sinful nation! (1:4). In Hebrew it is ‘hoy goy’. This word for ‘nation’ is normally used only for Gentile nations. Israel was acting like the heathen nations around them. The people may have been rich and secure outwardly but inwardly they were weighed down with guilt and terrible insecurity. They had turned their back on the Lord. They had forsaken the Lord and gone off in their own evil ways. Turning to corruption they became more corrupt. The Lord spoke to them through the suffering he sent, but still they did not listen. ‘Why should you be stricken again?’ he asked (1:5). 

A child who refuses the discipline of his father is on the road to prison. There was a boy in New Zealand who would not listen to his parents. He kept doing what he wanted, until one day he was arrested and put in prison. His parents hoped that this would teach him a lesson and that he would change his ways when he got out. He was carried out of that prison in a coffin.

Many think they can break God’s law with impunity. God says, ‘I hate divorce’, but our civil lawmakers said in 1975 that it should be easy to divorce, and no one should be blamed. The consequences have been disastrous. A recent news report told of a father cycling all over Europe looking for his infant son who had been carried off by his wife. The same newspaper reported that in our land seven people take their own life every day. Divorce contributes to many suicides yet few will acknowledge this fact. In response to the alarming suicide rate what do people call for? More money! Few call for a return to the Lord and obedience to his commands. 

What did Moses say would happen when the people broke God’s covenant commands? God sent plagues upon the Egyptians when they rejected God’s call to let Israel go and worship him. Moses said the same would happen to Israel when they rejected his commands; ‘the boils of Egypt, scabs and itching sores that will not heal, blindness and madness  and confusion of heart’ (Deut 28:27). ‘The whole head is sick and the heart faints’, wrote Isaiah (1:5). The Lord struck the covenant breakers with wounds and welts and open sores from head to toe. Such affliction reminds us of Job. Although not guilty of rebellion against God his suffering was widely seen as God’s punishment for sin. 

The words ‘stricken’, ‘wounds’ and ‘bruises’ are echoed in chapter 53. The same words are used there to describe the suffering of the servant of the Lord. The Messiah, Christ Jesus our Lord was ‘smitten by God and afflicted’ (53:4) because he bore our sin in his body. God’s justice, God’s wrath upon sin, as well as his love, his love for us, are revealed in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

The divine ravaging of Israel continues in verse 7. A foreign power attacks Judah and Jerusalem. This may refer to the Assyrian invasion which Isaiah describes later. They invaded and occupied the countryside. They besieged the city, but God is his mercy and power delivered Jerusalem from destruction. Jerusalem was left like a watchman’s hut in a field of melons (1:8).

In India I had to employ a watchman to keep the melons in the field from being stolen. This man built himself a small thatched hut in the middle of the melon patch. He camped in it day and night. After the crop was harvested the hut collapsed and blew away. Jerusalem was left as a booth in a vineyard after strangers devoured the land. 
3.Remnant

Unless the Lord of hosts had intervened to preserve a remnant, all the people would have been destroyed. ‘Lord of hosts’ is Isaiah’s favourite term for God (1:9). We find it sixty two times in this book. It points to the Lord being the all powerful king, or warrior king. He also called God the ‘Holy One of Israel’ (1:4). Isaiah maintains the sovereignty of God in Israel, and in all the world.  He is the one who is high and lifted up, whose name is holy and who inhabits eternity (57:15). Moses sang, ‘Ascribe greatness to our God the Rock, his work is perfect and all his ways are just, a God of truth and without injustice, righteous and upright is he’ (Deut 32:4). High and holy is our God. Yet he has come down to deliver his chosen people; and he will deliver those he chooses.

‘We would have become like Sodom, and been made like Gomorrah’ (1:9). These two cities are the epitome of divine judgment. Sodom was guilty, among other things, of sexual immorality, particularly homosexuality. The people in Sodom thought God was a joke. Where are they now- in hell! Not even ten righteous people could be found in Sodom. 

There are more than ten righteous people in Sydney, but in many ways it is a city like Sodom. Are you praying for the Lord to have mercy on Sydney? Are you warning people that God’s anger is aroused against sin? ‘Your cities are burned with fire’ said Isaiah (1:7). Fire is most frequently an indication of divine judgment in the book of Isaiah. Fire and brimstone destroyed Sodom. The final judgment will be by fire.

God in his mercy preserves a remnant. He preserves those who are faithful to him and his covenant commands. God delivered Lot out of Sodom. There were seven thousand in Elijah’s day that had not bowed the knee to Baal. God had his remnant in Jerusalem in the time of Isaiah. In the midst of depravity and disregard for the Lord God and his covenant, God has his remnant today.

‘Therefore, beloved, looking forward to these things, be diligent to be found in him in peace without spot and blameless’ (2Peter 3:14). Let each one grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Isaiah tells us to trust in the Lord. “The Lord your God will hold your right hand, saying to you ‘fear not I will help you’“ (41:13). Do you find comfort in this wonderful promise of Almighty God?   

God rejects formalism                                                           Text: Isaiah 1:10-20  
‘There is no truth or mercy, or knowledge of God in the land. By swearing and lying, killing and stealing and committing adultery they break all restraint’. Where would you find these words written? Are they from the opinion page of the weekend newspaper? Do these sins, swearing, lying, stealing and adultery, rate a mention in the media today? There is a generation growing up that does not even know what adultery is! ‘Since everyone is doing these things, how can they be wrong’ we are told?
Actually these words come from the Bible and the book of Hosea chapter 4. Hosea was a prophet at the same time as Isaiah- the second half of the eighth century BC. His ministry was directed at the northern kingdom during the reign of Jeroboam 2. Both north and south enjoyed prosperity at this time. The people- or some of them- grew rich. 

But increase in riches brought a decrease in morality. A turning away from the Lord began in their hearts, the place where all sin begins. Outwardly they seemed the same but sin gripped their hearts. They became hypocrites or ‘whitewashed walls’ as the apostle Paul would say (Acts 23:3).

1.Repudiation

‘Hear the word of the Lord’ (1:10). Isaiah continues addressing the people of Judah and Jerusalem with words given by God. They had broken the covenant and turned away from the Lord. The children of God had become evil and corrupt. God struck them with sickness and allowed strangers to overrun their land. Would they pay heed to their ways and return to the Lord?

Isaiah likens the rulers and the people in Jerusalem to the rulers and the people of Sodom and Gomorrah (1:10). He calls upon them to hear and heed the law of God. He calls upon them to repent, lest they be completely wiped out. In this passage we are told some of the ways in which they were breaking the covenant commands. It appears not to have been a sudden turning away but a gradual one. They kept on with rituals associated with worshipping God but their hearts were no longer in it. They were like Sunday morning Christians.

The temple was in Jerusalem and the people continued to frequent the temple with their sacrifices and offerings. The word ‘multitude’ (1:11) suggests that they became even more frequent in their visits to the temple. If they believed that animal sacrifices brought forgiveness for sin they had good reason for offering more sacrifices! 

Are there people who think like this today? In previous generations people went along to church because it was the accepted thing to do. Some wanted the service early so they could get it over with and have the rest of the day to themselves. Driving to our morning service we see a throng of people coming out of a church. Are there still people for whom attending church is a matter of going through the motions?

The Lord repudiated the sacrifices and offerings of the people. ‘I have had enough of burnt offerings…incense is an abomination to me… your appointed feasts my soul hates’ (1:11,13,14). Rather than finding delight in their sacrifices the Lord hated them. He saw them as trampling his courts (1:12). Why was this? Why did the Lord reject their sacrifices? Was it that they were not being done according to the law? The law stipulated all these things; a feast on the first of the month, Sabbath worship, and the appointed feasts of Passover, Pentecost and Tabernacles. 

So what was the problem? The problem was hypocrisy. The problem was that, ‘they worship me with their lips but their hearts are far from me’. The Lord did not delight in the blood of bulls, lambs or goats when they were offered by unrepentant hearts. ‘I desire mercy not sacrifice and the knowledge of God more than burnt offerings’ (Hosea 6:6). The prophet Samuel said to King Saul, ‘to obey is better than sacrifice and to heed than the fat of rams’ (1Sam 15:22). Saul was eager to keep the law by making the sacrifices. ‘I have kept the commandments’ he said to Samuel. But he did not destroy the Amalekites as the Lord told him to do. He failed to obey the Lord with all his heart. 

Do you who worship today really and truly know God, the Holy One of Israel, and the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ? Do you love God with all your heart, all your soul, and all your mind? Do you obey his commands? Do act justly and with mercy? The word ‘mercy’ in Hosea 6:6 means ‘unfailing love’ or ‘covenant love’, the love with which the Lord loves us. ‘Love one another as I have loved you’ said Jesus. Jesus does not allow us to run through the commandments ticking them off one by one: I do not murder, I do not commit adultery, I do not steal, I keep the Sabbath day, and so on. He calls us to love him and to love one another from the heart. Remember the rich young ruler who came to him.

The Lord not only repudiated their sacrifices, he rejected their prayers. ‘Even though you make many prayers I will not hear’ (1:15). Again notice the word ‘many’. Outwardly these people were very religious. Jesus spoke of hypocrites who made a public exhibition of their praying, as well as their giving (Mat 6). But in a terrible divine indictment the Lord said, ‘I will not hear’.

Why was this? Why did the Lord refuse to hear their prayer? ‘Your hands are full of blood’ (1:15). They had blood on their hands. ‘It is immaterial whether we take this expression literally or figuratively’ writes Leupold. He goes on to say ‘there will have been the case where men were guilty of bloodshed in secret and yet faithfully resorted to the temple to perform their religious obligations to the letter’. 

Commenting on murder Jesus said ‘whoever is angry with his brother shall be in danger of judgment’ (Mat 5:22). ‘Malice is murder’ wrote Matthew Henry. Whatever this particular sin was, God refused to listen to their prayer while ever they remained unrepentant. ‘If we cherish sin in our hearts the Lord will not hear’ (Ps 66:18). 

2.Repentance

‘Wash yourselves and make yourselves clean’ (1:16). Isaiah calls for the people to repent. Repentance means to turn around. They had turned away from the Lord, from their covenant God. In Ezekiel the sovereign Lord said, ‘I have no pleasure in the death of anyone. Turn and live’ (Ezek 18:32).

Repentance can also be seen as washing hands made filthy by sin. When blood is shed it leaves a stain on the hands. Pilate washed his hands to demonstrate his innocence with regard to the murder of Jesus. We can wash our hands but only the blood of Jesus can cleanse our hearts from the stain of sin. Repentance is necessary when we come to Jesus for inner cleansing, cleansing of our conscience. We cannot hold out one hand to Jesus and cling to our sin with the other. ‘Take your evil deed out of my sight’ said the Lord. Cease to do evil. Learn to do good (1:16,17). 

Many kings in Israel and Judah were guilty of bloodshed. Some came to power through bloodshed. Ahab, king of Samaria, was guilty of the blood of poor Naboth. In Isaiah’s time Ahaz was guilty of burning children in the fire (2Chron 28:3). The people, especially the rich, were guilty of oppressing the poor, the widows and the orphans. Failing to pay proper wages was how many became rich. Is this how some businesses make their profits today?

The laws of Israel made provision for the poor. They had the right to glean the fields after harvest and in the Sabbath year. The rich did not like this law. Widows and orphans are always vulnerable. That is why God demands that they be shown justice and mercy. The sins Isaiah refers to include the sin of omission, a failure to defend and plead for these people.

One day some village children came to our house in India. We were teaching them about Jesus. As they left, a rich man saw one of them was wearing a shirt like one that his son once had. He chased after them and was ready to beat this village boy and take the shirt by force. I ran up saying these children had been guests in my house. If he thought it was his son’s shirt I told him to go with the children to the village and speak with the parents. I offered to go with him. He went off shouting abuse. 

Children are vulnerable in our society. We hear one case after another of child abuse. It is a complex problem but let us not turn our backs on the children. Pray for and support parents and foster parents and those who help the homeless. In particular remember the thousands of unborn children murdered each year. Who has blood on their hands today? ‘Learn to do good and seek justice’ said Isaiah.

3.Reconciliation

“‘Come now, and let us reason together’ says the Lord” (1:18). After repudiating the people for their sin and hypocrisy, after afflicting them with sickness and allowing them to suffer at the hands of their enemies, the Lord now calls them to come and reason with him. What an amazing demonstration of the grace of God!  

‘Come’ indicates that God is reaching out to these rebels, these people who broke covenant with him. ‘Come now’ carries a sense of urgency. It is a kind but firm invitation. ‘Let us reach an adjustment’ is how one scholar translates this phrase. These are legal terms pointing to a courtroom setting - not a casual discussion. Here is the Lord seeking to reach agreement before the matter comes to court- an out of court settlement as it were. When the Judge, who is the same Lord, brings down his judgment that will be the end for, and of, the defendants. 

‘Reason together’ does not mean the Judge was going to give ground in any way. The Lord is perfect and his law is perfect. The people must be perfect, but how? Their hands are stained with blood. Their sins are like scarlet. How can they be made clean? ‘They shall be as white as snow’, declared the Lord (1:18). Do you understand the power of this declaration? Do you understand the grace behind these words? ‘Complete and absolute pardon is indicated, a pardon that reason could not have anticipated and that human insight could not have foreseen. If ever the gospel was expressed in the OT here is the classical formulation of it’ writes Leupold.

David understood this gospel of grace when he cried out in Psalm 51: ‘cleanse me with hyssop and I shall be clean, wash me and I shall be whiter than snow’. Amazingly, and ironically, the stain of blood is removed by the precious blood of Christ. He washed us from our sins in his own blood (Rev 1:5). How is your heart? Are you in need of cleansing? The Lord says ‘Come to me, come now and I will make you clean’.  

The Faithful City                                                                Text: Isaiah 1:21-31  
Jerusalem was the city of God. The temple was in this city and God’s presence was in the temple. Some still regard Jerusalem that is in Palestine as the city of God. They think that God’s presence is still in this earthly sanctuary or will one day return there despite the words of the first Christian martyr. Stephen said, ‘the Most High does not dwell in temples made with hands’ (Acts 7:48). Nevertheless, it is amazing that the city which so many today regard as holy is arguably the most violent and dangerous city in the world today. 

The Jerusalem of Isaiah’s day had become a city of murderers and thieves. The people of God who dwelt there had turned away from the Lord. They had turned from the Lord who delivered out of slavery and brought them into this beautiful land and glorious city. Isaiah said that even the ox knows its owner, the man who feeds it, but Israel does not know God (1:3). This picture of unfaithfulness is carried to greater depths in this passage where the city, that is the people of God, is accused of adultery and prostitution. 

1.Harlot

Marriage is used as a metaphor for the relationship between God and his people. Just as marriage is an intimate relationship demanding fidelity, so the relationship God made with his people demands fidelity, or faithfulness to the covenant promises. Turning away from God to worship idols is likened to unfaithfulness in marriage. The prophet calls the city a harlot or prostitute. Scripture uses vivid language in describing unfaithfulness to God and his covenant commands. The prophet Hosea spoke to the northern kingdom before God’s judgment in 722BC. Hosea was called by God to take an adulterous wife called Gomer. She ran off after other men until Hosea finally bought her and brought her home. Hosea experienced something of what the Lord felt when his people turned away from him. 

When Jerusalem turned to other nations for help, and when they brought the gods of other nations into their city to worship, God was deeply offended. This spiritual adultery led to all manner of wickedness in the city, as always happens when people turn away from the righteous and just God. Although the harlotry here is spiritual, pagan worship often involved temple prostitutes. 

Isaiah speaks of the city before this time, the city in his day, and the city in the future. ‘How the faithful city has become a harlot’ (1:21). In the style of a lament he exclaims, ‘How! How come! How can this be!’ It is as if God is saying 'How can you do this to me'. ‘After all I have done for you, how you can do this to me’. Too many people today know this feeling in the context of their marriage. They have experienced a wife/ husband betraying their marriage vows. But what about unfaithfulness to God? Oh that we would understand how God feels when we turn from him to the things of the world! 

The city of Jerusalem was once full of justice and righteousness. Back in the days of David and Solomon this was true. David was a man after God’s own heart. He honored God and faithfully served him as he ruled over Israel. David was a strong king but also honest and upright. Solomon was widely known for his wisdom. This enabled him to exercise justice in the city. Of the later kings, some did what was right in the eyes of the Lord but many did not walk as David did. 

Maybe this particular prophecy was spoken when Ahaz was king. He set up idols in every high place and under every green tree. He burned his children in the fire (2Chron 28:3-4). Make no mistake; those who turn away from the Lord become utterly corrupt and immoral. When people turn away from the Lord they turn towards Satan who cares nothing about justice and righteousness. He is the father of lies and a murderer from the beginning. 

The city of God became a city of thieves and murderers. The economy was driven by bribery and corruption. ‘Everyone loves bribes and follows after rewards’ (1:23). Have you ever lived in a city ruled by bribery? I have. I have seen bribery in the courts, bribery in business, bribery in education and bribery in the public service. I have seen police putting innocent men in prison because they refused to pay a bribe. I have seen teachers taking bribes for students get good results, parents paying bribes to get their children into school and worst of all the postman taking a bribe to deliver a letter. Can you imagine such a society? 

We can be thankful that our city is not like this. Yet corruption is on the increase. The ICAC (Independent Commission Against Corruption) is kept busy investigating allegations of corrupt practice. What about the cases that are not brought to light? People think they can profit through bribery but nothing is further from the truth. A corrupt society will not prosper. A corrupt society leads to injustice and oppression. It was intriguing to see the postman demanding a bribe to deliver a letter. He did so because those above him demanded bribes. He paid a bribe to get his job. He paid a bribe to get his children into school. But what of those in no position to demand a bribe? What of the poor, the widows and orphans? In the city of Jerusalem, this city of theft and bribery, the poor were forgotten. Everyone was so busy devising ways to obtain more money that they had no time, nor any inclination to help the poor (1:23). 

‘Everyone follows after rewards/gifts’ (1:23). What do you think of these words? We are all familiar with reward cards and reward programs. This is a major marketing strategy today- a ploy to get you to buy more. We are all looking for rewards or gifts or discounts or bargains. What is the effect of this strategy? People are buying things they do not need, or even want. They are spending money that could help the poor and needy. Is all this as harmless as it might seem? ‘Everyone loves bribes, and follows after rewards’. Do the advertisers know this better than us? Does Satan know this better than we do?

2.Hand of God

‘Therefore the Lord says’ (1:24). The Lord will not tolerate this unfaithfulness. He will not ignore those who break his covenant and start oppressing the poor and needy as a result. God is holy and just. He must act justly. Isaiah refers to God by a list of titles that reflect his power and authority (1:24). He is the Lord. He is the Lord of hosts, or the Yahweh of hosts, where ‘hosts’ are a heavenly army. He is the mighty One of Israel. The Lord is mighty. He is mighty to save, and mighty to destroy. He saves his chosen people and destroys his enemies. The tragedy at this time was that his chosen ones had rebelled and become his enemies.

‘I will turn my hand against you’ (1:25). The Lord was going to act. He was going to attack those who had rebelled against him. In the army deserters and traitors are dealt with severely. Rebellion cannot be tolerated. The Lord declared, ‘I will purge away your dross and take away all your alloy’ (1:25). Their rebellion had previously been described as dross on pure silver, as water mixed with pure wine. We describe such mixing as adulteration- the same word as unfaithfulness in marriage. Another feature of the society we oonce lived in was adulteration of goods. Water was mixed with the milk, sugar water with the honey, papaya seeds with the peppercorns, and alloys with the gold and silver. Such practices are the outcome of hearts that have turned away from the true God. God had called Israel to be a holy nation. They were to reflect the holiness of God. By turning to idols and worldly things they became unholy. They were like silver adulterated by the mixing of alloys, like pure wine mixed with water. They were like a wife who becomes a prostitute. 

Those who forsake the Lord will be consumed. As the Lord turns his hand against transgressors and sinners they will be destroyed (1:28). When the Lord flexes his arm against them they will admit to their rebellion and be ashamed. They will realise the foolishness and depravity of worshipping trees and gardens, of worshipping created things rather than the creator. In Hinduism and Buddhism worship of trees is common. There is a particular tree with the scientific name of Ficus religiosa which they regard as holy. You will see shrines and burning incense at the base of these trees. You will see women tie a thread to the tree and proceed to walk around it chanting prayers. You may be more familiar with people chaining themselves to trees- they do that in India also. 

What about the garden that Isaiah mentions (1:29)?  Apparently these were an object, or at least a place of worship in the sinful city. The people ‘desired’ to be in these places rather than in the house of God when it was open for worship. On the Lord’s Day the gardens and parks of the city were crowded, while the house of God was deserted. The Lord declared the tree would wither and the garden would dry up. They would become so dry that a spark would set them alight and they would be burned up. Have you seen people weeping over their beautiful gardens when a bushfire devours them? Do you ask what it was that they desired most in life? Do you ask who or what they worship? The people in Jerusalem delighted in their sacred oaks and their beautiful gardens.

What is the desire of your heart? A beautiful garden with a lovely house set in the middle? Judging by the number of people gathered down the road today to buy things for their house and garden it is clear what they worship! Remember that one day everything will be burned up. The Lord will turn his hand against all who rebel against him.

3.Hope 

Isaiah’s message always included a note of hope. In the midst of judgment there will be salvation. Allan Harman gives this passage the title, ‘judgment and salvation’. The same Lord of hosts who said, ‘I will turn my hand against you’ also said, ‘I will restore your judges as at first’. ‘Zion shall be redeemed with justice and her penitent ones with righteousness’ (1:26,27). One day the city would again be called the faithful city and a city of righteousness (1:26).  

Hosea paid to bring his wife back home. He said, ‘you shall stay with me many days and not play the harlot’ (Hosea 3:3). The Lord would redeem his people with justice.  He would pay the price of their redemption. This prophecy we see fulfilled in the Cross. God gave his only begotten Son to redeem us by his blood – us who were enemies because of our sin/rebellion. ‘God did this to demonstrate at the present time his righteousness, that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus’ (Rom 3:26). As the Lord stretches out his hand to judge, so his hand is also powerful to save. He will save the penitent, those who repent and return to him. 

Is the Lord’s hand stretched out towards you at present? Is it stretched out to judge or to save? If you turn to the Lord, confessing your sin, he will hear and save. He will bring you into the holy city, the New Jerusalem, the city coming down out of heaven from God (Rev 21:2). 

The Lord is willing. Are you? ‘If you are willing and obedient you shall eat the good of the land’, said Isaiah (1:19). The Lord will bless those who come to him repenting of their sin and ‘willing’ to walk in his way. But if you refuse, know that there will be no blessing but only a curse. ‘You shall be devoured by the sword’ (1:20). In Hebrew the outcome is contrasted as ‘eat’ or ‘be eaten’. Be blessed or be cursed. The choice is yours.

War no more                                                                                  Text: Isaiah 2:1-5  
A new round of Middle East peace talks have begun. What do you think the outcome will be?  Will the political leaders and negotiators achieve lasting peace in this conflict that has been going on for over fifty years? When will peace come to the Middle East? 

Isaiah refers to the Messiah as the Prince of Peace (9:6). When all the nations turn to Jesus and walk in his ways there will be peace (Luke 2:4). When men and women give glory to God in the highest they will have peace in their hearts. 

Where do fights and wars come from? The come from sinful hearts. Sin is the sole cause of wars. Where Jesus rules there are no conflicts or wars. When Jesus comes in his kingdom there will be no more war.

The prophet’s task was to forth tell, as well as foretell, based on the word given him by God. The first chapter was like an introduction to this book. In it we saw the prophet forth telling. He condemned the people of God for breaking God’s covenant. He warned them of God’s judgment upon covenant breakers, and of his mercy towards those who return to him.

What do we find in this second chapter? Isaiah is actually introduced a second time as the son of Amoz. His prophecy is again specified as the word he saw or received concerning Judah and Jerusalem. This explanatory title covers chapters 2-12. In this chapter we find the prophet foretelling; telling about the future of the house of God.

‘Now it shall come to pass in the latter/last days’ (2:2). Isaiah is speaking about things that will happen in the future. In other passages he tells the people about Cyrus and the return of the exiles, about the coming of Messiah and even about the new heavens and new earth. The prophet spoke the words of God, who knows the end from the beginning. 

The latter days clearly refer to the time of Jesus. Jesus inaugurated a new era, or a new dispensation. ‘The kingdom of God is at hand’ he preached. We now live in the last days. From what Isaiah says about the last days he appears to speaking about the return of Jesus Christ and the full revelation of the kingdom of God. Let us now look at what he says will come to pass in the last days.

1.Mountain of the Lord

Jerusalem was a holy city because the temple was in it. It was built on a hill in Jerusalem called Mt Zion. It was the focus of the city and indeed of the nation of Israel as they gathered in the temple to worship God. Isaiah said it would become the focus of all the nations of the world. 

Isaiah pictured the Lord’s house being on the highest mountain where the entire world could see. He pictured people from all nations flocking to Mt Zion saying, ‘come and let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob’ (2:3).  

Will the temple be rebuilt in Jerusalem; or will it be rebuilt on a much higher mountain? People have all sorts of ideas about this. The temple does not exist on earth today and there is no indication in the Bible that it will be rebuilt. The throne of God is in heaven. Jesus is the fulfilment of the temple and temple worship. There will be no more animal sacrifices. Jesus is in heaven and he is coming again but not to rebuild the temple in Jerusalem. At his coming there will be a New Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God (Rev 21:10). Isaiah was speaking of this New Jerusalem, the spiritual Jerusalem that is in heaven. 

The Jerusalem on earth played a vital role in the purposes of God. It was from this city that the knowledge of salvation went out into all the world. ‘Salvation is of the Jews’, Jesus told the Samaritan woman. She questioned the Jews who said Jerusalem was the only place to worship God. Jesus told her that the day was coming when you will neither worship on this mountain (Mt Gerazim) or in Jerusalem (Jn 4:21). Isaiah was speaking of the same day and the same place, the heavenly Jerusalem. He was speaking of worship that is no longer focused on a physical building or mountain but on worship that was spiritual. 

2.Word 

Jerusalem was vital to God’s purpose because from this mountain, from this city, the word of the Lord went out. God’s power and majesty are revealed in the creation. People from all nations can see this creation - the sun, the moon and the stars - and they should seek to know God who made all things. Tragically they started worshipping these created things. They made up stories about the creation, ‘dreamtime’ stories and the story of evolution. 

The knowledge of salvation, however, cannot be found in the creation. It must come from God’s word. This is where the Jew and Jerusalem had a vital role to play. God spoke through the prophets, through men like Isaiah who was in Jerusalem. He spoke through Moses, giving him the law; God’s law. The law was handed on to succeeding generations, to children and grandchildren. 

It was God’s purpose for his word, his law, to go forth into all the world. This is what Isaiah said would happen in the last days. ‘Out of Zion shall go forth the law/teaching and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem’ (2:3). The nations flocking to Jerusalem were doing so in order to learn about God. ‘He will teach us his ways’ they said, ‘and we will walk in his paths’ (2:3). 

Jesus found the Gentiles more receptive to the gospel than the Jews. The Samaritan woman went home telling everyone she had met the Christ, the Saviour of the world. Peter and Paul found Gentiles more receptive to the gospel than the Jews. As Jews these apostles valued their heritage, but the gospel they preached was for the whole world. The message was for the Jews and their children ‘and all who are afar off, as many as the Lord our God will call’ (Acts 2: 39). John was given a vision of God on the throne in heaven. He saw a great multitude from all nations gathered around the throne worshipping God and the Lamb (Rev 7:9). 

They came to the house of the God of Jacob to be taught the ways of the Lord. God’s law is perfect. It converts the soul, makes the simple wise and enlightens the eyes (Ps 19). These people were coming from a life of worshipping idols and material things. They were coming from a life of vanity and futility. They came from a life without God and without hope. To them the word of God was a wonderful light. 

3.Walk

‘We will walk in his paths’ they said (2:3). Hearing the word they promised to obey - in contrast to the people of God who were not obeying God’s word. Isaiah later declared that when it is proclaimed God’s word will accomplish his purpose; it will not return void (Isa 55:11). Hearing God’s word these Gentiles would have thrown the idols out of their homes and refused to join in idol worship. This would not make them popular with their friends, but they had found the truth and the truth had set them free. 

A lady brought up in Hinduism kept idols of many gods in her house, as Hindus do. She burnt incense to these idols and prayed to them. But one day she saw the God of Israel answer her prayer. She started to worship Jesus, and only Jesus. She threw all the idols out of her house. She refused to go to the temple with her village friends. When the light of God’s word shone into her heart she was filled with joy and hope. 

What about the people of God? What about the people who had turned away from God’s law and the covenant he made with them? ‘O house of Jacob, come and let us walk in the light of the Lord’ (2:5). Isaiah includes himself in this group. It is hard to know where this particular verse fits into this passage. It seems that the idea of all nations flocking to the mountain of God challenged the Jews to reconsider their ways. 

‘These foreigners are coming to learn about our God. What are we going to do?’ There was no way they could stop them. They were coming in great number. Isaiah called upon them to meet the challenge and walk with the Lord, as these foreigners were now doing. The Jews has been taught the word of God from their youth. They had once walked with the Lord. But they had become slack. They had been distracted by the things of the world. They had actually been attracted to the gods of these nations, the gods that bound these foreigners in darkness for generations. 

4.War no more

Many people will come and worship the Lord, but many will not. He will judge those who reject him and those who oppress his children. He will judge between the nations (2:4). While ever there is sin there will be fights and wars. Nations will be at war with one another. But the day is coming when there will be no more war (2:4). This is not a promise of some sort of utopia. It will not be politicians or the United Nations that will bring about this peace. The Lord alone brings peace. God has set a day when Jesus will come again and he will ‘judge the world in righteousness by the man he has ordained’ (Acts 17:31). 

‘They shall beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks’ (2:4). This verse is very popular with peace movements around the world. It is the theme of a sculpture outside the UN building in New York. It is a shame that few understand the context and meaning of these words. Only when people turn from sin, and believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, do they have peace in their hearts. And it is only when men and women have peace in their hearts, and have hope beyond this world, that they will truly seek peace and not revenge. 

Most peace movements are torn apart by internal fights e.g. WWF. Inner peace comes from knowing Jesus. When all are converted and committed to walking in the ways of the Lord, only then will there be war no more. The Lord himself will destroy his enemies when he comes again in judgment.

Swords being turned into plowshares is a vivid picture, and a wonderful thought. It may be an unreal expectation but we can focus upon it as an ideal. It is here in God’s word for a purpose. It is here to encourage us with regard to the future, the future we have with the Lord in heaven. It is here as a challenge, as something we must seek through our way of life and through our prayers. Let us hear the word of the Lord and walk in his ways. In so doing we will be at peace with God and at peace with one another. ‘Blessed are the peacemakers for they shall be called sons of God. Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness sake for theirs is the kingdom of heaven’ (Mat 5:9,10).  

Worship of wealth, power and idols                                       Text: Isaiah 2:6-9  
Down in Egypt the people of God suffered under the tyranny of Pharaoh. The cried out to God and he brought them out in a mighty way. At Mt Sinai  God made a covenant with them calling them his people, ‘his special treasure  above all people, a kingdom of priests and a holy nation’ (Exod 19:5,6). While Moses was up on the mountain receiving the covenant from God what did the people do? They gathered all the gold they could find and gave it to Aaron to make a golden calf. Then they worshipped this idol. God was extremely angry and threatened to destroy all except Moses. But Moses pleaded with God and he relented (Exod 32).

How could these people do such a thing? How could they so quickly turn their backs on the God who saved them, and worship an idol? The truth is the people of God did this over and over again. Some 800 years after Moses in the days of Isaiah they did it again.

During the reign of King Uzziah Israel became a rich nation- he was king over Judah for 52 years. God helped him defeat his enemies with his own army. He fortified Jerusalem and built new infrastructure and new towns. After Uzziah and Jotham, Ahaz became king. He turned away from the Lord. When threatened by Israel and Syria he sent to the King of Assyria for help. 

This help came at great cost. Ahaz sent gold and silver from the temple as a gift to this foreign king. Afterwards he went to Damascus to thank the king. There he saw an impressive altar. He told the priest in Jerusalem to make one just the same and put it in the house of God. When Ahaz returned he worshipped before this new altar. Isaiah may have written this prophecy around this time.  

1.Forsaken

God had forsaken or abandoned his people according to Isaiah (2:6). They had forsaken God so God gave them up. Some  commentators try to make this verse say that the house of Jacob had forsaken its own people, but it is better to see it as God rejecting his own people by ‘allowing them to fall prey to their own follies and consequently come under  foreign religious influences’ (A Harman). 

Any form of divination or superstition was expressly forbidden in Israel (Deut 18:10-11). Divination was integral to the worship of the Philistines and of nations to the east, but not Israel. People who worship idols become slaves to superstition. They want to know the auspicious time to do just about everything. They consult horoscopes, mediums and soothsayers. They get desperate to know the future so go to the fortune tellers. To know about death they consult the dead. Many people live in such bondage.

In Hinduism no one sets a wedding date without first consulting the priest to find out the auspicious time for the union. No one holds an election without consulting the priests to find the auspicious time. Such practices are creeping, or maybe flooding, into our society. People in all walks of consult their horoscope every week or day - whenever they come out. I rejected the webpage of a certain bank because half of it was covered with a horoscope.

When people turn away from the God of providence, the God of all wisdom and knowledge, they turn to other gods, to superstition and divination. They go to mind, body and spirit festivals rather than to church. They think it is all so new and interesting. They are ‘just experimenting’ they say, but that is not how Satan sees it. They cloak their superstition in respectability in this sophisticated society – as if Satan cares about the cloak of respectability. 

How do people around you react in the face of danger and uncertainty? Do they carry a rabbit’s tail or hang some trinket in their car? How do sportspeople try to ensure they win – apart from taking drugs? You would be intrigued at what some carry or wear to ensure good luck.  

2.Full of silver

Most people try to secure their future with money or investments. They do not know what the future holds but believe that money will get them out of whatever trouble comes their way. It was the same in the days of Isaiah. King Ahaz tried to buy his way out of trouble by sending gold and silver to the king of Assyria. Many people tried to buy a secure future by building fine houses, thinking these would last forever. 

It is ironic, tragically ironic, that when God prospered his people they turned around and said, ‘we do not need God any more’. That is what happened in Israel. Does it happen today? It was Jesus who said how hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God (Luke 18:24). He said this after a young man came to him wanting to follow Jesus. Given the choice he chose to keep his money and walk away from Jesus. Is this a choice we might face today?

Young people frequently express their desire to get rich or become famous. To do so they must work hard, often stealing time that belongs to the Lord- prayer time and worship time. Driven by the desire to get rich they might cheat on the boss. They cheat on the tax office, and may end up cheating and oppressing their workers. Jesus said, ‘seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness and all these things will be added to you’ (Mat 6:33). Is this not a command we all need to hear and heed today, whether young or old?

3.Full of horses

Horses and chariots were the ultimate in warfare in those days. An army was made up of a great number of men but horses and chariots enabled them to be swift and deadly in battle. Israel’s army was sometimes defeated because they did not have horses and chariots, although Solomon acquired 1400 chariots from Egypt (1Kings 10:26). Later kings tended to rely on help from Egypt or others nations because they had chariots and horses.

The prophets condemned such alliances. ‘Woe to you who go down to Egypt for help and rely on horses and trust in chariots’ (Isa 31:1). As God's people they were supposed to trust in God and not rely on their own strength, or the strength and weapons of others nations. King Ahaz sought the help of Tiglath-Pilezer, king of Assyria, when he should have been trusting in the Lord.  

‘Don’t you know who I am?’ With such words some people try to lord it over others. They may not have riches with which to buy favours but they have power and influence. If it not political power or celebrity power it may be simple muscle power. Politicians and ex politicians, famous and infamous sports people, as well as bikie and gang members try to exercise such power. 

Exercise of power from various sources was a feature of life in Jerusalem in Isaiah’s day. It is a feature of life in our city today. But this is not how God’s people are to live. How should we live? We must trust in the Lord who is all powerful. Jesus said, ‘do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Fear him who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell’ (Mat 10:28). 

Talk to your political representative for sure, but do not put your trust in them as so many do. Let us seek to know the Lord, not men or women who have power or influence in our city. As a believer they may not want to know you anyway. ‘Stop trusting in man who has but a breath in his nostrils’ (Isa 2:22). ‘Do not put your trust in princes nor in a human being who is of no help’ (Ps 146:3). Who do you run to when you need help?

4.Full of idols

We have seen how the Israelites gave up on Moses and God, and made themselves a golden calf to worship. We have seen how Ahaz adopted the gods of Damascus to worship, setting up an altar to their gods in the temple (2Kings 16:18). How fickle is the human heart! ‘Moses is not helping us so we will worship another god’ they said in effect. ‘We will ask this golden calf to help us!’ Ahaz thought God could not, or would not help him so he called the king of Assyria to help him. 

‘How stupid these people were’ you say. ‘Surely they knew that a lump of gold or stone could not help them.’ It is amazing to see educated men worshipping a lump of gold or stone. I remember seeing a professor worshipping a cow. University students in India make an idol of clay, worship it for a week, and then dump it in the river. You will find such idols at shrines on almost every street in India. You will find them in almost every house. ‘Their land is full of idols; they worship the work of their own hands. People bow down to them and each man humbles himself’ (2:8,9). This is what Isaiah said of Jerusalem. This is true of India today. But what about our streets and our homes? What do people say when they come to our city?

In many streets they will find a pub or a club. Inside they see people staring into a glittering machine while they repeatedly pull the handle. To the visitor its looks like the people are worshipping their god. In the same city they come across a long queue of people. It reminds them of queues outside their temples on an auspicious day. Are they waiting to worship their god? Actually it is a queue to buy tickets to the football final; or was it people waiting to go to the latest movie or buy the new iPad or iPod. One thing is certain- they were not queuing to go to church and worship the Lord Jesus Christ.

‘Therefore do not forgive them’ (2:9). The closing words of this passage seem very harsh. Some readers ignore them, while others offer another reading. Surely God forgives any who return to him! It is true that God forgives. It is also true that he hates idolatry. God’s anger was aroused against Aaron and the Israelites, and he was ready to destroy them all, leaving only Moses. God’s anger was aroused against Judah and Jerusalem because the city was full of idols. He sent prophets to warn them of the coming judgment of God. Did they listen? They had become hardened by the deceitfulness of sin. They would face the terrible judgment of God.  

Day of the Lord                                                                        Text: Isaiah 2:10-22 
My friend was studying late one night and the TV was on in the house. During a study break she walked past the TV and saw smoke and flames pouring out of a skyscraper. She took no notice thinking it was some movie, a re-run of ‘The Towering Inferno’ or something. The next day she heard the news and realized that it was not a movie but a news report she had seen. It was the World Trade Centre in New York that was on fire, and the people jumping were jumping to their death- for real. A total of 2572 people died on that day, September 11, 2001.   

We are living in a strange world of make - believe. People spend so much time and money in the pursuit of what is not real. They get so engrossed in the virtual world that they are blinded to reality. The world of make - believe is a world of unbelief. It is an attempt to escape the truth about life and death. The crumbling towers were not make -believe. People actually died and they are being mourned. Disasters like earthquakes, floods, and fires should serve as reality checks- but do they? Do people stop and consider where they are going, and where they will end up?  

1.Everything brought down

Man’s desire to build things that are big and tall is now new. Just a few generations after Noah came out of the ark men got together to build a tower with its top in the heavens, a giant tower they could be proud of. The Lord came down and seeing their proud intentions confused their language and scattered them. 

In Isaiah’s day men were building walled cities and tall towers. They depended on these for defense against their enemies. King Uzziah built towers in Jerusalem and in the countryside. King Hezekiah built up the walls and towers of the city. But it was the Lord who delivered him from the Assyrians. And when the Babylonians came about a hundred years later the walls of Jerusalem did not save the people. The Babylonians broke down the walls and carried the people into exile, according to the word of God. 

‘The day of the Lord of hosts shall come upon everything proud and lofty, upon everything lifted up- and it shall be brought low’ (2:12). Isaiah spoke of every high tower and every fortified wall being brought down. He spoke of tall ships being brought down. Solomon built a fleet of ships, ships of Tarshish, which gathered wealth from all over the world (1Kings 10:22). They were a symbol of wealth and power. Nations still like great ships in their navy and merchant fleets. 

The story of the ‘unsinkable’ Titanic comes to mind. With great pride this mighty ship was launched in April 1912. Architects and engineers, builders and sailors were all proud of their achievement; the rich and famous proudly bought tickets for the maiden voyage. There was great pride in the achievements of man as the Titanic set sail to cross the Atlantic. When it sank 1,523 were drowned.

Not only man made things like towers and tall ships will be brought down on the day of the Lord, but tall trees and mountains also. Isaiah refers to the cedars of Lebanon and the oaks of Bashan. These were not man made but they belong to the creation that is cursed because of sin. Moreover, they were also used by man to build his idols and fine houses. Idols were also placed on the tops of the mountains to dominate the landscape. Men and women have been worshiping trees and rocks ever since the Fall. Do not think what we see coming up in our land it is anything new. 

Some scholars think Isaiah is describing great storm coming from the north, leveling the forests, as well as the mountains, then passing over Jerusalem and flattening it before heading towards the coast to destroy the tall ships on the Mediterranean. 

2.Exalted Lord

Where are all the people in this and where is the Lord? It is the pride and haughtiness of man that the Lord is bringing down. It is man that he is putting in his place. Those who exalt themselves against the Lord will be humbled on that day. It is the Lord not man who is on the throne. This is certain. ‘The Lord alone will be exalted in that day’ (2:11). The Lord of hosts is a warrior King. He will come and destroy all his enemies. 

The Jews had a foretaste of this day when the Babylonians came and destroyed their city. The Babylonians broke down the walls with great ferocity and killed many of the inhabitants. They carried the rest to Babylon as slaves. But this was just a foretaste. The day of the Lord that Isaiah spoke of refers to the day of Christ’s return. Jesus is coming again on the clouds of heaven with a host of angels.  He is coming with power and great glory (Mat 24:30,31). Nothing and no one shall stand before the Lord at his coming- not towers, not trees or even mountains. Everything will be shaken and nothing will remain. Isaiah pictures Judgment Day, the day when the Lord Jesus comes in all his glory.

3.Enter into the rocks

You will notice in the passage the repetition of the words, ‘enter into the rocks from the terror of the Lord and the glory of his majesty’ (2:10,19,21). This is what this prophecy is all about. It is about the day of the Lord. The repetition serves to highlight and intensify the impact of these words upon the listener. There is intensification with the words, ‘when he arrives to shake the earth mightily’ in verse 19 and 21. When the Lord comes he will strike terror into the hearts of his enemies, those who exalt themselves against him. 

Do you know people like this? Listen for a while and you will soon hear people mocking, ridiculing and even cursing the Lord. Read the paper and you will read blasphemous words. Are you concerned when you hear or read such words?  Are you concerned for the souls of people who display this ignorance and defiance? In fact all who do not believe in Jesus are exalting themselves against the Lord. They may be fine, hard-working people but if they do not believe in Jesus Christ they are enemies of God and they will brought down. Allan Harman writes, ‘the Lord’s coming will cause the whole earth to fear and the only escape from fear is to fear him’. If you fear the Lord today you will not fear him at his coming. You will welcome him as your Lord and Saviour. Those who do not believe will flee from the terror of the Lord in that day. 

When a tsunami comes people run to the hills. When fire comes people run to the water. When an earthquake hits people run from their home. When enemy soldiers come people run into their homes. On the day of the Lord there will be no place to run to for safety. Isaiah said to hide in the rocks or in any hole in the earth that you can find. People will run to the rocks because there will be nowhere else to hide when the Lord shakes the earth mightily. Hosea spoke of this day saying, ‘they shall say to the mountains cover us, and to the hills fall on us’ (Hosea 10:8). Jesus picked up on these words as he was led to the cross. He said to the crowd following him, ‘weep for yourselves and your children for the days are coming when they will begin to say to the mountains fall on us and to the hills cover us’ (Luke 23:30). 

A similar picture is seen by John when the sixth seal is opened in heaven. There was a great earthquake, the sky became black and rolled up and the mountains were removed. People from kings to slaves said to the rocks, ‘Fall on us and hide us from the face of Him who sits on the throne and from the wrath of the Lamb. For the great day of his wrath has come, and who is able to stand?‘ (Rev 6:16,17). 

This is the word of God. This is what the Lord has spoken and it will certainly happen. There will be no escape for any of the Lord’s enemies on that day. His righteous wrath will come upon all who do not believe the truth; who do not believe in the Lord Jesus Christ who is the way, the truth, and the life. For those who do not believe in the Lord Jesus Christ the end is the terror of the Lord. ‘Knowing therefore the terror of the Lord we persuade men’ (2Cor 5:11). Are you warning your family and friends of the coming judgment of the Lord?  

‘In that day a man will cast away his idols of silver and gold that he made for himself to worship’ (2:20). As he runs for his life he will throw them to the rodents and the bats. He will throw them in the darkest place, realizing that they are of no help. He will throw them where they belong, the place where they came from, realizing that they a burden not a help. That man will be in utter despair. 

If your house caught on fire what would you take as you ran for your life? You would take things that are precious to you. What things are precious to you? It is interesting to see what people do try to take with them, sometimes succumbing to the flames in the process. They cannot bear to part with their jewels, their money, their computer, their rare painting or their photos. When Christians were carried off to concentrations camps in WW2 they were stripped of everything, even their clothes. But some managed to keep their most precious possession- their Bible.

The people of Ephesus saw a man with an evil spirit pounce on the seven sons of Sceva saying, ‘Jesus I know and Paul I know but who are you’. And fear fell upon them all. And the name of the Lord was magnified (Acts 19:17). Many who had practiced magic took their books and threw them on the bonfire, books worth millions of dollars. They did it because they believed in Jesus. 

When Jesus comes again people everywhere will be running from their mansions and throwing their worldly possessions into the gutter as they run to hide under rocks and in caves. They will suddenly realise the folly of trusting in material things. They will realise the stupidity of trusting in man who has but a breath in his nostrils (2:22) Give up on man, he is no help. The Day of the Lord is at hand. Trust in the Lord, for he alone will save you in that day. 

City of anarchy                                                                     Text: Isaiah 3:1-12  
A twenty year old girl was recently appointed police chief in a town in Mexico. The previous chief had been murdered and the mayor of the city found no one ready to step into his shoes, apart from the young girl. The town is so violent that there have been over 6000 murders there in the past three years. 
There are other societies and whole countries where lack of leadership means there is no law and order. In Somalia for example there is no effective government and no effective police or army. Young men with guns roam the streets. Other failed states are ‘ruled’ by local militias with young men looting and raping with impunity. 

1.Taken away

‘For behold, the Lord, the Lord of hosts takes away from Jerusalem and from Judah the stock and the store’ (3:1).  We have here solemn words of prophecy, divine prophecy. It is a message from the sovereign Lord, the covenant God of the people. It is a message to covenant breakers. 

Isaiah was speaking to the people of God, people who had rebelled against him. They had gone after foreign gods. They had become greedy and started oppressing the poor. They built mansions for themselves, thinking they were secure behind the massive walls of the city. The prophet called upon them to repent lest God come in his wrath and destroy them. In the previous chapter he warned them of the terror of the Lord. In this chapter he pictures what will happen to the land when God removes his hand of counsel and providence. 

The city was filled with people who needed food and water to survive. They could build up the walls to keep out the enemy, but if supplies did not get in the people would starve. That is exactly what happened when the Babylonians came and laid siege to Jerusalem. They stopped anything and anyone going in or out for almost two years. The rich people had lots of money but there was no food to buy. The prophets tell of terrible things that took place in such circumstances. 

The Lord took away the leadership of the city. Isaiah does not mention the king but gives a list of various other leaders in the society. ‘The mighty man and the man of war’ (3:2). There was no army to defend the nation or police to maintain law and order in the city. The law courts were closed for want of judges. The elders and local leaders, even leaders of fifty had been taken away. Every type of leader in society had been removed.

Distinguished men and craftsmen were also gone. The whole fabric of society had broken down. Isaiah even includes the diviner and expert enchanter (3:2,3). Though not permitted in Israel they were there and even they had a place in the city. This wide range of men gave structure and leadership to the society. What would happen when the Lord took them away? 

In 586 BC they were taken away. King Nebuchadnezzar laid siege to the city; and after almost two years king Jehoiachin, who was only 18 when he became king, gave himself up, along with all his officers and princes.  Nebuchadnezzar carried off all the captains, mighty men of valour and all the craftsmen (2Kings 24:14). Jerusalem came under attack again after NT times. In AD 70 it was sacked and destroyed by the Romans. 

2.Topsy-turvey

‘I will give children to be their princes, and babes shall rule over them’ (3:4). With the leaders taken away what would happen to Judah and Jerusalem. Children would take charge; untaught and inexperienced children. What would such rule be like? It would be the rule of selfish indulgence, everyone doing what he wanted. ‘The people will be oppressed… The child will be insolent towards the elder’ (3:5). 

‘Respect you mother and your father’ is one of the covenant commands. Children must be taught to respect their parents. They must be taught to ‘obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right’ (Eph 6:1). It is not right for children to be ruling a nation, or a city or a family. When such things happen it is not a sign of progress, as some seem to think. It is a retrograde step; a sign of the Lord’s withdrawing his grace from a society. A society that permits children to insult or oppress the elderly is depraved, not progressive.

‘You have clothing, you be our ruler, and let these ruins be under your power’ (3:6). In earlier times a man would have jumped at such an invitation. In the time when the Lord blessed the city the ruler was respected and obeyed. But when the Lord turns away from the city and it falls into anarchy such an invitation is no longer attractive. 

Isaiah pictures a man taking hold of his brother saying, 'you be our ruler'. Why? Because he has a coat! He is the only one who looks respectable. Having a coat was sufficient qualification for a man to be the ruler. Maybe this coat was some sort of uniform that might command respect from the people. What he gets to rule over of course is only a heap of ruins. 

The decorated brother does not want the job. No one wanted to be ruler of the city. In that day he will protest (3:4). He protests that he cannot cure the ills of the city. The city is in a mess. It is too far gone for him to restore- not just the ruined houses but the ruined lives, the ruined society. In the past the people looked to their ruler to lead them into peace and prosperity; but no longer. In fact the new ruler was not likely to last long. The final days of the northern kingdom of Israel saw one king after another assassinated.

When the Lord takes away from Jerusalem and Judah the nation loses its way. The people become desperate for a leader, for a man able and willing to restore law and order, a man able to bring peace and prosperity. What did they find? They found only children to rule. Any man who was half qualified was not willing to take on the job of ruling this broken down nation, this nation that had abandoned to Lord. Isaiah later spoke of a special child who would bear the government of this people (9:6). God would give his own Son to be the Prince of Peace, and of the increase of his government and peace there will be no end. 

3.Testing the Lord

‘The Lord of hosts takes away from Jerusalem and Judah’ (3:1). ‘Jerusalem stumbled and Judah is fallen’ (3:8). This had not yet happened but it would, according to the word of the Lord. The Jews staggered and fell before the onslaught of the Babylonians in 586BC as we have seen. They did so again before the onslaught of the Romans in AD70. The holy city became unholy and God took his glory away from the city.  

The people rebelled against the Lord and against his glory (3:8). Their rebellion became open and shameless. It was rebellion like that of Sodom (3:9). Some people prefer to keep their sins secret- although nothing is hidden from the Lord. But others become brazen and boast of their sins. They want to show they will not be told what to do by anyone, God included. They want to show they are free and progressive. They are not content to practice homosexuality in secret; they want to march down the street in their underwear. They march in defiance of the commands of God. They want to test the Lord. 

How does the Lord respond to this provocation? ‘Woe to their soul, for they have brought evil upon themselves’ (3:9). The word 'Woe' is most solemn and serious. When the Lord says ‘woe’ to you, you have cause to tremble. Those who openly defy the Lord and reject his commands will reap the fruit of their defiance. They will get the reward of their hands (3:11). The Lord gives them up to uncleanness in the lusts of their hearts (Rom 1:24). 

The incidence of HIV-aids is on the rise again. It comes as no surprise that the increase is mostly among homosexual men. Drug users are most likely to get the dreaded virus Hepatitis C. Recently there has been a series of infections at an abortion clinic. These viruses can infect anyone but those who live in ways contrary to God's law make themselves vulnerable to such diseases. ‘They have brought evil on themselves’ (3:9). 

Isaiah pronounces a ‘woe’ upon their souls. It is not the incurable disease that people should fear but the terrible judgment of the Lord that will come upon all who blatantly break God’s commands and refuse to repent.

4.Truth in judgment

When the wicked receive the fruits of their evil behaviour, when they get their just deserts, they complain bitterly and blame everyone but themselves. They openly defy God, even denying his existence, but then accuse him of being cruel and unjust when they suffer. But God is absolutely just in all his judgment.

God made a covenant with his people when he brought them into the land of Israel, into Judah and Jerusalem. Penalties for breaking his covenant were clearly stipulated. All human beings are made by God; male and female he created them. God stated that a man was to leave his mother and father and cleave to his wife, not to another man. Those who break this creation ordinance will reap the rewards of their disobedience. 

Isaiah reminded the people of Jerusalem  who had turned away from the Lord to worship idols and live like the people of Sodom, that the righteous will not suffer divine judgment (3:10). God saved righteous Lot when he destroyed Sodom. Righteous people will not be condemned with the wicked. ‘Shall not the judge of all the earth do right’ (Gen 18:25). 

But ‘woe to the wicked’ (3:11). Isaiah returns to what he said in verse 9. The wicked will get what they deserve. Those who cast aside the commands of God, any of his commands, will reap the fruit of their actions. Isaiah also returns to the matter of leadership. ‘O my people, children oppress you and women rule over you’ (3:12). When children or women assume leadership in a family or in the house of God the people will be led astray. Jezebel and Athaliah led Israel into great darkness. The apostle Paul reminds us that it was the woman who was deceived and fell into sin, not Adam (1Tim 2:14). 

God is not mocked. Whatever a man sows, that he will reap (Gal 6:7). God is good. His commands are perfect. He is not mean or nasty, wanting you to suffer and be unhappy. When you walk in obedience to his commands you will enjoy life to the full and see the glory of the Lord. 

Oppression and opulence                                                   Text: Isaiah 3:13-4:1   
‘Your country is desolate and your cities are burned with fire’ (1:7). The prophet Isaiah told the people of Judah and Jerusalem that their country would be overrun by foreigners and their city destroyed. They would ask why? Why is the Lord not protecting us when we are his special people? But God’s special people had broken the covenant he made with them. One way they had broken this covenant was in oppressing the poor within the land. As they turned away from the Lord and started going after material things their concern for the poor, for widows and orphans decreased. In fact they were striving so hard to get rich that they ended up oppressing the poor and needy. 

‘Pure and undefiled religion before God and the Father is this; to visit orphans and widows in their trouble and to keep oneself unspotted from the world’ (James 1:27). The poor and needy are never more blessed than when they live among people who worship Jesus Christ. Jesus showed compassion for widows and for children. When people become self-seeking they oppress the poor; for example they fail to pay proper wages (James 5:14). They fail to take care of widows and orphans, of the aged and the poor in society. Religions that are not pure, including the religion of humanistic materialism, sees such people as a burden on society rather than a blessing.  

1.Oppression of the poor condemned

The declaration of judgment continues into the second half of this chapter. The Lord ‘stands to judge the people’, the people of Jerusalem (3:13). The scene is that of a courtroom. The judge stands to deliver his judgment. His judgment is against the elders and rulers of the people. His judgment is according to the covenant or agreement he made with them when he delivered them from bondage and gave them their own land. They were guilty of breaking the terms of this covenant.

The specific charge brought against the leaders was that of oppressing the poor. Isaiah uses strong language because this is a serious charge. ‘You have eaten up/burned/ruined my vineyard’ (3:14). The Lord referred to Israel as his vineyard. They were a covenant nation, a holy people, a special treasure to the Lord (Deut. 7:6). Jesus used the same picture of a vineyard in some of his parables. 

‘The plunder of the poor is in your houses’ (3:14). Neglect of the poor is one thing, and sinful at that, but to take from the poor what little they have is most wicked. To plunder means to take by force. The rich probably went to the poor demanding they pay their debts. When they failed to do so they would take whatever they could from the poor family. The rich leaders were guilty of crushing God’s people and grinding their face into the dirt (3:14). The strong language continues. This is what the Lord of hosts or the warrior God says. God will defend his people, particularly the poor among his people. God hates injustice and oppression. He hears the cry of the poor. 

All these people, rich and poor alike, were once slaves in Egypt. They had all had their faces rubbed into the dirt by Pharaoh. But now some of them were doing this very same thing to their brothers and sisters. How quickly people forget where they have come from. When they worshipped God they were reminded in the Psalms how God had brought them out of slavery in Egypt. In Isaiah's day worship was at a low ebb, reduced to rituals and formalities (1:11). 

As a nation turns from the Word of God, it will turn to self-seeking materialism. It will begin to neglect and even oppress the poor. Our society is no different. What does the new ethics program being adopted in our schools teach about the poor and needy in society? If it is based on Darwinian evolution it will be about survival of the fittest, not about the royal law which says, ‘love you neighbour as yourself’ (James 2:8).

2.Outward adornment

At every turn in our society we find glossy magazines enticing women to look more beautiful with a new range of cosmetics, a new perfume, a new hairstyle or some such thing. ‘Some such thing’ now includes cosmetic surgery. People spend thousands of dollars surgically changing their body in the hope they will look more beautiful in the mirror.  

In Isaiah’s day the 'daughters of Zion', as he called the women of Jerusalem, adorned themselves with all sorts of garments, makeup and jewelry. He gives one of the most detailed lists of the jewelry worn by ancient women. They hung jewels from every part of their bodies- although today’s generation has found even more places to put studs and rings. They wore head bands, ear rings, nose rings and finger rings; necklaces and bracelets, leg ornaments and jingling anklets (3:18-22).

Why are these things condemned? Firstly, we must ask why they were worn. Why were the women of Jerusalem wearing all this stuff? Because they were haughty and proud (3:16). They dressed up to strut around like peacocks. They ‘stretched their necks and minced their steps’, or tripped along. They flirted with their eyes, looking to see if they were turning any heads. It is as if Isaiah was at the races, or a dinner or fashion show in our city. He would see the women trying to outdo one another for the most revealing outfit or most opulent jewelry. He might find such women strutting along our streets; or even in our churches.

‘All these items seem superfluous to everyday life, while some may have been amulets and lucky pieces’ writes Allan Harman. The crescent shaped necklaces (3:18) were probably moon shaped and indicative of worship of the moon god. Other items may have been worn to ward off evil spirits. In India the 'tikka' or dot on the forehead is a religious mark. It is also regarded as a fashion mark. Some Christians lack discernment in this regard, just as Christians lack discernment about wearing crosses and some other items of jewelry.

While Isaiah spoke the word of the Lord to the ‘daughters of Zion’, the message was applicable to men also. While men are not so likely to strut around with ogling eyes, they are just a proud as women and can be just as obsessed with their looks. It is not only women who go for the beauty treatments and cosmetic surgery. Again the question is why do they do such things to their body? 

Isaiah spoke to a society that had become prosperous and turned away from the Lord. They had been warned not to forget the Lord and follow other gods when the Lord gave them the power to get wealth (Deut 8:18,19). Yet this is exactly what they did. Obsession with outward beauty and adornment was a symptom of this inner change, this forsaking of the Lord their God. The prophet Amos, a contemporary of Isaiah, is well known for his condemnation of the rich women in Israel. ‘Hear this word you cows of Bashan’, he said (Amos 4:1). These Jezebel-like women were guilty of oppressing the poor and crushing the needy. 

Is all outward adornment to be condemned? Are believing women not allowed to wear any jewelry? In this passage Isaiah speaks to haughty women. God looks upon our hearts. We must ask why we wear the things we do. People may be proud that they do not wear any jewelry.  

A Hindu woman rarely washed or combed her hair, but wore lots of jewelry. After she believed in Jesus she washed and combed her hair regularly and refused to wear Hindu marks and jewelry. We are made in the image of God. To be clean and well-dressed is pleasing to the Lord. 

Looking to other Scripture we read in 1Peter 3, ‘your beauty should not come from outward adornment such as braided hair and the wearing of fine jewelry and clothes. Instead it should be that of your inner self, the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit which is of great worth in God’s sight’.  

3.Outcome

God looks upon the heart. He judges men and women according to what is in their heart.  What is in the heart is of course reflected in what we do, what we say and what we wear. The opulence of these women was a sign of their inner depravity, their obsession with themselves and their oppression of the poor and needy. The daughters of Zion had become the daughters of Jezebel. 

‘Therefore the Lord will strike you with sores on your head …and make you bald’ (3:17). Women sometimes shave their heads as a mark of sorrow or mourning. The Lord would effectively shave the heads of these haughty women of Jerusalem. Instead of well-set hair they would have baldness (3:24). A shaved head or baldness is a mark of shame for most women- some women are shameless. 

In addition to baldness the Lord would bring other appropriate punishments upon these women. God’s judgment is according to the offense. These women lavished expensive perfume on their bodies. God would make their bodies stink. They loved to wear a sash over their expensive robes. God would clothe them with a rope and with sackcloth, another symbol of mourning. Instead of beauty marks they would wear branding marks, most probably on their foreheads. These may be self-inflicted in the time of mourning, but most likely be the marks of a captive (3:25 points to war).

The women who once adorned themselves with expensive dresses, jewelry and perfumes would be unrecognizable as they were led off half naked to captivity in Babylon. It must have been like this for some women during the last World War. Before the war they enjoyed wearing fine clothes and expensive jewelry, but overnight they found themselves standing naked before prison guards. Without perfumes they had to plead for a slice of soap to wash their filthy bodies. They were desperate for a comb to do their hair- if it had not already been shaved off because of lice. 

‘Your men will fall by the sword’, said Isaiah (3:25). When the Lord brought the army of Babylon to Jerusalem the men of the city would fall in battle. The city would go into mourning (3:26). In that day seven women would take hold of the same man. Rather than flirting as they did before they would desperately grab a man and beg to be called by his name. They would demand nothing from him except to be known as his wife. In that society it was a matter of shame to have no husband and no children. 

We might wonder what Isaiah would say if he saw the way women adorn themselves today. Cosmetic surgery would surely be an outrage to him. His words of divine judgment upon haughty women need to be heard and heeded by similar women, shamelessly strutting the streets and hallways of our city today. The Lord has set a day when Jesus will come again and judge the whole world. It will be a terrible day for those who are not expecting him, for those who worship the gods of this world, including the human body.
Remnant restored                                                                     Text: Isaiah 4:2-6
What a great season we have been having. The crops are flourishing and they will soon be ready for harvest. In the bush the trees are bursting into flower and new growth that we have not seen for a long time. But summer is just around the corner. We can expect hot, dry days and scorching Westerlies. We can expect bushfires.

Have you ever been in a bushfire? Have you seen the bush after a big fire? Many trees get completely burned up in a bushfire. They never grow back.  Gum trees end up scorched but after a time you will see shoots emerging from the blackened stumps. It is amazing to see the gum trees growing back and the bush being restored. 

1.Purified

Chapter 4 of Isaiah, or verses 2-6 in particular, is totally different to what comes before, and also what comes after it. Chapter 3 was about judgment upon Judah and Jerusalem. Isaiah spoke of the Lord taking away their food supplies and all their leaders. ’Woe to the wicked, to those who have brought evil on themselves’ (3:9,11). 

The following chapter is filled with ‘woes’ or messages of divine judgment upon the people of God. These were the people whom God brought to himself and established in the city of Jerusalem. In the middle of these ‘woes’ comes this message of hope; a message of renewal for the remnant preserved by the Lord. 

‘In that day’ (4:2). These verses complement those of 2:2-4 where we read about what will happen ‘in the latter days’. These verses tell of the Lord bringing the exiles home to Jerusalem - and on a different level they tell of the coming of the Messiah, and even of the final judgment. ‘In that day the Branch of the Lord shall be beautiful and glorious’ (4:2). 

In subsequent prophecies found in Isaiah (11:1), Jeremiah (Jer 23:5) and Zechariah (Zech 3:8) ‘the Branch’ refers to a person, namely the Messiah. It is not certain that this is the reference here. Commentators point to the parallelism in this verse; since the second part refers to the flourishing of the earth in an agricultural sense, they say that this is the meaning of ‘the branch’ in the first part of the verse. Yet it is interesting how most versions write ‘branch’ with a capital B as with a proper noun. We also note that ‘the branch’ is ‘the Branch of the Lord/Yahweh’. 

The Messiah, Jesus Christ, will usher in a new day, a day of fruitfulness and abundant life after he returns to heaven and pours out the Spirit on all flesh. Nevertheless, we need to remember that Isaiah was writing to the people of Jerusalem even before the Lord brought Babylon to destroy the city.

Isaiah wrote of ‘those of Israel who have escaped’ (4:2). Escaped what? Who escaped? The Lord was going to judge Jerusalem because the people had turned away from the Lord. They had broken the covenant he made with them at Sinai. They had gone after the things of the world. They were seeking their own glory rather than the glory of God. In their effort to get rich they had become corrupt and started plundering the poor. 

The Lord was going to break down the walls of Jerusalem and burn the city with fire. Before this, however, he would carry some of the citizens into exile in Babylon. The rest of the people thought these were the people God was punishing, but in fact they were the ones he was preserving. In the exile God was preserving a remnant who would return after 70years (Jer 29:10).

The Lord would purify the city. He would remove the filth of the place. ‘The Lord has washed away the filth of the daughters of Zion’ (4: 4). Remember the 'daughters of Zion’ who loved to dress up and proudly parade around the city. Remember Jezebel and her wickedness, which included the shedding of innocent blood. She was not alone in such evil- so it would seem. God was going to judge such evil. He was going to clean the blood stains of innocent men from Jerusalem (4:4). 

‘By the spirit of judgment and by the spirit of burning’ (4:4).  Sometimes clothes can be so dirty or contaminated that there is nothing to do but burn them. Blood stains are virtually impossible to remove. During the plague the clothes of victims were placed in a pile and burned. It is the same with the dreaded Ebola virus. It is so contagious all the people’s clothes are burned along with the dead body. The city of Jerusalem was so contaminated by sin that it had to be burned with fire. It had become like Sodom and Gomorrah (1:10).

Fire symbolizes both judgment and cleansing. Out of the ashes the Lord would rebuild the city. The Lord would start again with a remnant purified by fire. 

2.Place

‘It shall come to pass that those who are left … will be called holy- and everyone recorded among the living in Jerusalem’ (4:3). Two features of the remnant are listed. Firstly, they will be called holy. They will be called holy by the Lord because the Lord will make them holy. He will separate this remnant unto himself. They will be holy as he is holy. The New Jerusalem will be a holy city.

Secondly, they will be citizens of this holy city. Their names will be recorded in the registry of those living in this city. Ancient cities were very particular about who was a citizen and who was not. Today we go by country. If you are a citizen of this country you have certain rights and privileges not available to those who are not citizens. 

When the exiles came back from Babylon they determined to remain separate from the nations around them. They would not even let them help with the rebuilding of Jerusalem. They came back remembering the God of their fathers. They came back confessing their sins. They came back worshipping God in the way he appointed. The exiles were very particular about genealogies. Those who could not prove their lineage were not allowed to act as priests. They were the exclusive people of God. They were separated unto God. 

The New Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God will be the holy city. ‘Outside will be the dogs and sorcerers, and sexually immoral and murders, and idolaters and whoever loves and practices a lie’ (Rev 22:15). The holy city will not be defiled by such wickedness. The citizens will be those who have been cleansed in the blood of Christ. The citizens will be those whose names are recorded in the Lamb’s Book of Life (Rev 21:27). Those whose names are not in the book will be excluded from the holy city.

3.Presence

There can be no evil in the city because the Lord is present there. The Lord’s presence among his holy people was symbolized in the Holy of Holies and the mercy seat above the Ark of the Covenant. Once a year the high priest would take the blood of a lamb and enter this chamber to make atonement for the sins of the people. Ezekiel describes the presence of the Lord leaving the temple before the Babylonian's came and destroyed it. The Ark of Covenant has not been seen since that day.

The presence of God among his people goes back to the days of the Exodus. After the Passover the people of Israel went up out of Egypt. The Lord went ‘before them by day in a pillar of cloud and lead the way, and by night in a pillar of fire to give light’ (Exod 13:21). Following the cloud by day and the fire by night they found their way to the holy land. The cloud and the fire were reminders of God’s presence with them. Isaiah recalled these symbols as he wrote of the Lord restoring Jerusalem. 

‘The Lord will create above every dwelling place of Mt Zion and above all her assemblies a cloud of smoke by day and the glow of flaming fire by night’ (4:5). The cloud and the fire symbolized the presence of the Lord. They represented the leading and guiding of the Lord. They also represented the Lord’s protection. You will remember how the Lord used the cloud to protect his people from Pharaoh and his army. The cloud also protected them from the hot sun as they traveled through the wilderness (4:6, Ps 121). The pillar of fire protected them by night.  

The Lord would be a hiding place, a place of refuge for his people. ‘Over all the glory there will be a canopy’ (4:5). The word for canopy has continued into Modern Hebrew to describe the canopy under which a Jewish couple gets married. The Lord will cover every dwelling and every assembly in Jerusalem. He will cover them in his grace. He will cover them in his power. Here is a picture of the Lord protecting his precious possession. He will not let harm come to his people. 

‘The Lord shall preserve you from all evil; he shall preserve your soul’ (Ps 121). This is the wonderful promise you have as a child of God. Satan cannot touch you if you hide in the shadow of the Almighty. As you walk in the light of the word of God you will fear no evil. 

Do you know the guiding hand of the Lord in your life? Do you know the protecting hand of the Lord in your life? Can you sing with Augustus Toplady: 

‘Rock of Ages cleft for me; Let me hide myself in thee’.  

Parable of the vineyard                                                             Text: Isaiah 5:1-7
King David committed adultery with Bathsheba, the wife of Uriah the Hittite. He went on to have Uriah killed in battle in order to cover up his sin. Who would tell the king that the thing he had done displeased the Lord? The Lord sent Nathan the prophet to speak to King David. But would the king listen? Nathan began by telling the king a short story or parable. The king listened attentively. In fact he became angry at the rich man who took the poor man’s lamb rather than take one from his own flock to feed his visitor. Nathan then said to David, 'you are the man!’. He left David with no alternative but to acknowledge his sin and accept God’s judgment.  

The prophet Isaiah was warning the people of Judah and Jerusalem of the Lord’s displeasure with them. He rebuked them for breaking God’s covenant. When they became prosperous they forgot the Lord and went after the treasures and pleasures of the world. The prophets adopted different ways of communicating urgent messages from the Lord. Some acted out the message, even suffering pain and sorrow themselves. Remember Hosea and his adulterous wife, and Ezekiel whose wife died by way of a sign from the Lord. Some told stories to convey the word of the Lord. Stories were very effective means of communication. They still are, despite the undoubted power of the visual media today. Stories leave room for thought and imagination while the TV shows leave nothing to the imagination.

1.Devotion

Isaiah decided to tell the people a parable, a story with a message. We are familiar with parables from the NT. Jesus often taught through parables. In fact he used a parable about a vineyard also (Mat 21:33-44). Jesus told about the owner of a vineyard sending servants and finally his own son to collect some of the wine at vintage time. The chief priests and Pharisees who were listening got the message and reacted violently. They would have been familiar with the picture of Israel as God’s vineyard because they read the OT prophets.

Isaiah’s parable of the vineyard was also in the form of a poem or ballad. This would have added to its appeal and effectiveness. ‘Now let me sing to my well-beloved’, he said (5:1). He was singing this ballad to the Lord. It was a song about the Lord and his vineyard, his precious possession. Some call this poem a love song but it is better to see it as a ballad. The Lord did, of course, love the vineyard that he had established with great care and devotion. 

The Lord chose to establish his vineyard, ‘in a horn, the son of fatness/oil’ (5:1). This literal reading is best understood as a high mountain or fertile hill. A lot of effort was required to establish this vineyard. Stones had to be cleared away, along with weeds and undergrowth. The land had to be dug over before planting the cuttings. Only the best vines were planted, vines that gave richly coloured grapes of the most pleasant aroma. 

These vines were special just as the people of God were special people, a people chosen by the Lord (Deut 7:6). If you believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, remember you have been chosen by the Lord and are special in his sight. You are not your own for you have been bought with a price (1Cor 6:20). 

To protect the crop from pests and thieves the ‘well-beloved’ built a tower in the middle of the vineyard. Remember back in Isaiah 1:8 where the watchman’s hut was in the cucumber patch. The Lord would watch over his precious possession. He also gouged a hole in a rock on the hillside as a place to trample out the grapes at harvest time.   

All was ready for a harvest of richly coloured, sweet grapes. There was great expectation.  All was ready for joy and rejoicing. The Lord expected joy and rejoicing as his people went up to the house of the Lord to worship him. But what did he find?

2.Disappointment  

‘He expected his vineyard to produce good grapes but it brought forth wild grapes’ (5:2). Instead of good fruit it produced bad fruit or sour fruit. The word here is literally ‘stinking fruit’. It was fruit totally out of keeping with what was planted. It was fruit found on a wild or alien vine (Jer 2:21). The fruit was utterly disappointing and objectionable. 

What was the owner of the vineyard to do? Isaiah directed this question to his audience- the rebellious people of Judah and Jerusalem. ‘Please judge between me and my vineyard’ (5:3). What more could the owner have done for his vineyard? With full devotion he had prepared and planted these vines. He had weeded and watered and watched over the crop perfectly. 

What more could he have done?  The answer was obvious- nothing! He could do no more for these vines that failed to produce good fruit. They were producing fruit totally out of keeping with their stock. They had become like wild vines. What was the owner to do? The answer was obvious. It was as clear as the answer that David had to give Nathan. It was a clear as the answer that had to be given to Jesus question about the wicked tenants of the vineyard. What will the owner of the vineyard do?

3.Destruction

‘And now let me tell you what I will do to my vineyard’, said Isaiah, speaking for the Lord as he continued his ballad of the Lord’s vineyard (5:5). The story is quickly moving towards its conclusion and its lesson. The Lord had done all he could, save replanting the vineyard. In order to do that he had to get rid of what was there. 

Have you ever seen a derelict vineyard or orchard? If you drive up into the Hills District you may find one. It does not take long for the weeds to take over and for the trees to start breaking and falling over. It does not take long for the fences to break and the cows or goats to get in and wreak havoc in the orchard. 

In India I had a small forest planted for research purposes. I was kept busy keeping out goats and other animals. People would also come and break the trees for firewood. One day the college principal complained after learning that students were getting up to mischief among the trees. When I went back after some years I found very few of the trees remaining. The fences were broken down and cows and goats roamed freely.  

‘I will take away its hedge … and break down its wall’ (5:5). Without protection the vineyard would be overrun and trampled down. It would suffer fires as well as drought. Briers and thorns would grow up and smother the weak vines. Without watering and weeding, without pruning and fertilizing, the vines would become weak and vulnerable. It is amazing how quickly an orchard can become derelict and desolate when it is no longer cared for by the owner.

The story of the ballad comes to this tragic end. The vineyard that was established with so much love and devotion was a total disappointment. There was no alternative but to abandon it. Destruction was inevitable. ‘The vineyard of the Lord of hosts is the house of Israel’ (5:7). Isaiah leaves his listeners in no doubt as to the lesson of this parable. It is the same message as his earlier declarations and warnings. It was exactly what the Lord himself said would happen when he brought them into this rich land. In Deuteronomy 28 Moses outlined various curses on disobedience. 

The people of Israel, and of Judah and Jerusalem in particular, had broken covenant with the Lord (1:4). In so doing they activated these curses. The Lord would stop the rain and bring famine. The Lord would let their enemies trouble them and destroy them. The Lord would scatter them from one end of the earth to the other (Deut 28: 64). The people who rejected their Maker and their Redeemer would, suffer the wrath of God because God is a holy God; he is a jealous God and will not give his glory to another (Deut 6:15).

All this was known to the people if they cared to listen to the word of God and to his prophets. These people were not innocent. Without question they were guilty of disobedience. The Lord was completely justified in bringing these curses upon them. 

Does it make you cringe when you hear educated people- people who have been to church once or twice, if only for a wedding or a funeral, or for Christmas or Easter, and people who have heard the Bible or at least stories from the Bible- does it make you cringe to hear them making jokes about Jesus and laughing about death, and about heaven and hell? They have heard. They have been warned. Do you cringe and fear for such people?  

God will not be mocked. Let all those who think they are so clever or so funny hear what Almighty God says. God will not be denied his glory. God has set a day when he will judge the world in righteousness by the man he has ordained. He has given assurance of this by raising him from the dead (Acts 17:31).

I was reading letters in the university alumni magazine. Learned men were arguing about the existence of God. How can we prove that God exists? Some scientists say we cannot prove God exists therefore he does not exist. They believe in many other theories that they cannot prove but refuse to believe in God. Why? Because they will have to submit to God if they truly believe in him! 

Besides, the evidence is there! Jesus Christ was born into this world. These clever people will be out celebrating Christmas while denying the very reason for this celebration!  Jesus died on the cross and rose again from the dead- historical facts recorded in the Bible. But people do not want to believe the truth. They choose to go on in their ignorance.

Jesus is raised from the dead and he is Lord. One of the most learned men of the first century realized that Jesus is risen when he met Jesus on the road to Damascus. He did not deny the obvious reality and truth. He repented and submitted to Jesus as Lord. Oh that educated people would do the same today- before it is too late! The haughty daughters of Zion and the rich and famous in Jerusalem bear testimony to the wrath of God upon a rebellious people. 

Isaiah concluded the ballad saying, ‘He looked for justice but saw bloodshed, for righteousness but heard cries for help’ (5:7). This is a powerful play on words in the Hebrew. The words for justice and bloodshed sound very similar in that language, as do the words for righteousness and cries. ‘The conclusion of the song is pivotal’, writes Allan Harman. ‘No matter how privileged Judah and Jerusalem are this will not be security against divine punishment’.       

Land-grabbing and partying condemned                              Text: Isaiah 5:8-17
A couple of years ago Ireland was buzzing with activity. The building industry was booming. Such was the demand for houses and apartments that men were working all weekend. People were borrowing heavily to invest in property. Then the bubble burst as they say. Nowadays houses lie empty, some half built. Workers are looking for jobs overseas. 

Others countries have suffered in a similar way to Ireland. Something similar happened in Israel in the eighth century BC when Isaiah was a prophet. Property was being snatched up by rich people until disaster struck and they were deprived of their land and houses.  Many houses were left desolate and deserted (5:9).

After describing a rebellious nation as a vineyard that produced rotten fruit, the prophet continues in this chapter to outline the sins of God’s people and warn them of how God would deal with them. From verse eight onwards we find seven woes (six in some translations). Woes are solemn warnings given by prophets of God. In the Bible only prophets announce such woes. These woes are followed by declarations of divine judgment- often commencing with a ‘therefore’. The first two woes are followed by a ‘therefore’ in verse 13 and the last five woes are followed by a ‘therefore’ in verse 24.

1. Insatiable greed

The first woe is directed at those who join house to house and add field to field (5:8). These are greedy, land-grabbing people. In this respect the world had not changed much in the last 2500 years. My subheading ‘insatiable greed’ may be a tautology, but it conveys the idea.  

In Israel people only leased the land. All land belonged to God. When God brought them into the land each family was given a portion for their livelihood. Land was a resource for farming, not for trading. Every fifty years land had to be returned to the original occupant- at least that was the law. 

Other prophets give further insight as to what was going on at this time and how some were managing to grab all the land (Jer 22:13-17, Micah 2:2). They were doing so by oppressing the poor, sometimes violently. We know how Ahab and his wicked wife Jezebel got hold of Naboth's vineyard- they had Naboth murdered. In the NT accumulation of property by the rich seems to be behind the parable of the persistent widow, and the rich man and Lazarus. James condemns the rich who accumulate wealth at the expense of the poor (James 5). 

We continue to hear cries today against men who are heaping up wealth, often in the form of property, and at the expense of the poor. A friend once commented ‘how do these people manage to live in all the houses they own!’ Rich people or their companies are squeezing small farmers off their land and the poor out of their houses. A rich celebrity who recently died in an accident was, prior to his death, buying up lots of farmland to make nature reserves.

The Lord had a word to say to the land-grabbers. The prophet conveyed this word, saying firstly that many houses shall be desolate, great and beautiful ones without inhabitant (5:9). They may build luxurious houses but they will not live in them for long - if at all. These houses will be abandoned; they will become the target of vandals. We are later told why. The nation will be invaded and the people carried off into exile.

Secondly, the prophet foretold very poor harvests to those who thought by adding field to field, or vineyard to vineyard, they could get rich. Some think farming is a good way to get rich quick- others prefer the stock exchange! Farming, however, is a very uncertain business. This is not news to many in our country at the moment. A farmer is dependent on the weather- the rain in particular.

Isaiah does not tell why, but he says that there will be very poor harvests in Israel. ‘Ten acres of vineyard will yield one bath, and a homer of seed will yield one ephah’ (5:10). This amounted to just 10% of the seed sowed being harvested. Ten acres was the area that ten yoke of oxen could plow in one day.

It may have been that the Lord withheld the rain as he did in the days of Elijah. That was during days of great wickedness and apostasy when Israel was ruled by King Ahab. Among the covenant curses declared by Moses was that God would withhold the rain or in other ways destroy the crops that were planted (Deut 28: 23, 38-39).

Before moving to the next woe, let us take note of verses 12 and 13. The people lost their houses and their crops because they did not regard the work of the Lord, and because they had no knowledge of God. Years ago farmers would pray for rain because they believed God was in control of the weather. Some no doubt still do. But what do we mostly hear as drought and then floods devastate crops? Is there any acknowledgment of God? 

What we hear is that these things are the result of climate change, this new ‘ruler’ over the weather. Carbon dioxide has been demonized. If we can bring this demon under control we will not be so vulnerable to the weather – this is the new thinking being promoted, in the absence of the knowledge of God. God brought desolation on Israel that they might turn from their wicked ways and return to the Lord. 

2. Insatiable thirst

We will continue with the insatiable theme although we could also have as subtitle ‘the lust for liquor’. The second woe is directed at those whose lives are ruled by alcohol or intoxicating drink (5:11).There is probably a link between this woe and the previous one. As people get rich and have no need to work they have to fill their time with something. Partying and drinking frequently fill in their time. Life becomes empty and meaningless as they tire of adding house to house. Life becomes meaningless and without hope when God is removed from the scene. It is tragic to see the rich self-destructing.

It is interesting that the woe on drinking is repeated. ‘Woe to the heroes at drinking wine’ (5:22). Drinking became part of the culture in Israel at that time. Despite the warnings in the Law and in the Proverbs about intoxicating drink (Prov 20:1), these rebellious people went after drink day and night. Some became experts in mixing drinks, which in those days meant adding spices to the beer and wine. Others got reputations as big drinkers – they were drinking heroes and the life of the party. 

We know only too well what it is like living in such a culture. We see the paradox- or rather hypocrisy- of people agreeing that drink is destroying the lives of individuals and families, yet at the same time promoting the culture of drinking. We see people maintain that teenagers must be free to party and drink, but vehemently deny them the freedom to hear the gospel of Jesus Christ. Some would prefer their child be a drunkard than a believer in Jesus.

3. Insatiable Sheol

‘Therefore my people have gone into captivity because they have no knowledge – they have no knowledge of God’ (5:13). Isaiah took no pleasure in declaring these woes. They were his people that were going to suffer divine punishment.  Yet they had no excuse. They had the Law. They had the prophets. It was not that they had been denied the knowledge of God; they had rejected it. In the words of the apostle Paul, ‘although they knew God they did not glorify him as God nor were they thankful but became futile in their thoughts and their foolish hearts were darkened’ (Rom 1:21). Isaiah speaks about such darkness at the end of this chapter. 

‘My people have gone into captivity’. This was the word of the Lord and, even though they had not yet gone into exile, it was a certainty. Their enemies would come and lay siege to the city, bringing famine and even thirst. The ‘honourable men’ would suffer just like the common man or the multitude (5: 13).

‘Sheol’ refers to the place of the dead. The grave is never satisfied. It has an insatiable appetite (Hab 2:5). All the rich, all the revelers and partygoers, will end up in the same place- the grave. Divine judgment will bring widespread destruction and death. Let no one think that death will be halted when the graves are full. The grave has an insatiable appetite.

People who refused to humble themselves before the Lord in this life will do so in death. Death humbles all people. In their death the Lord will be exalted because it is his judgment upon sin. God is holy. God is just. He must and he will condemn unrighteousness and sin. This is the solemn truth the prophet brings to Israel and to people everywhere and in every age of men. 

‘The Lord of hosts shall be exalted in judgment’ (5:16). Those who trust and obey the Lord and walk in obedience to his commands will share in his victory. The lambs or little ones will in the end inhabit the land the Lord gave his people. We see once again the remnant that the Lord preserves to bring glory to himself. ‘Man’s chief end is to glorify God and enjoy him forever’.   

Arrogance and perversion punished                                Text: Isaiah 5: 18-30
‘Woe is me, for I am undone! Because I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips’ (6:5). You may be familiar with this cry of Isaiah when he saw the glory of the Lord in the temple. This comes in the following chapter, chapter six, of this book. In chapter five we find many woes declared on the covenant people of God. The woes specify particular sins of the people and their society. 

Society at that time had turned its back upon the Lord. What followed was corruption and perversion, perversion of minds, morals and justice. People’s lives were so perverted that they were living the lie. They were calling black white and white black, calling evil good and good evil. Their moral compass had gone haywire. They were no longer teaching their children the Bible but a new ethic and a new morality. 

1. Perversion 

The first woe that we saw was directed at greedy land-grabbers. The second was directed at those whose life consisted of partying and drinking. The people gave no thought to God who created all things, who delivered them from bondage in Egypt and brought them into the land of milk and honey. The woes continue in the verses we are looking at today. These woes focus on various perversions in the lives of these rebellious people. 

Firstly, their whole thinking had become perverted.  They had become conceited, bold and arrogant. Humility had gone out the door. They were men and women who did what they wanted. No one was going to tell them what to do. They had become a law unto themselves. They would decide what was right and what was wrong. 

With an inherently sinful nature they, like all people, could only choose the wrong. They would adopt sinful ways and they would cling to them. ‘Woe to those who draw sin along with cords of emptiness/falsehood, and sin as if with a cart rope’ (5:18). Rejecting the knowledge of God (5:13) they had no foundation for making moral decisions. Their ethics became fluid. The basis of decision making became what brought them pleasure- the pleasure of others may have been considered sometimes. Their ethic became that of doing what was right in their own eyes (Judges 17:6). Their ethic became, ‘if it feels good, do it’.

‘Woe to those who are wise in their own eyes and clever in their own sight’ (5:21). Perverted thinking continues. People fail to see themselves as others see them, let alone as God sees them. Sinful hearts are proud hearts. Pride leads to arrogance. Many have stumbled and fallen on the rock of arrogance- not just prime ministers!

Some are so arrogant as to challenge God. Was it John Lennon who said the Beatles were more popular that Jesus?  The people in Isaiah's day adopted a defiant attitude saying, ‘let God make speed to hasten his work’ (5:19). ‘Let God do a miracle; let him reveal himself to us if he wants us to believe in him’. Have you heard such arrogance? A professor of medicine was astounded to find that some in his class believed God created the world. He assured the class that they would believe in evolution by the end of his course. At the end of his course more than half the class believed in creation. Challenging God is very dangerous.

The people of Judah soon felt the consequences of such arrogance towards God. They called for God to hurry up and do something to prove his power and authority. Glance down to verse 26; we read there of nations coming ‘with speed, swiftly’. Foreigners will overrun Judah destroying many and carrying the rest away captive. The name given to Isaiah’s second son, Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz, means ‘speed the spoil, haste the booty (8:1).

God gave the arrogant what they wanted. Without the knowledge of God they did not understand what they were asking for. So it is with all arrogance. Arrogance is usually mixed with ignorance. People get what they want but it actually destroys their life in the end. 

Secondly, we find perverted morals. ‘Woe to those who call evil good, and good evil’ (5:20). What a terrible perversion of morality. But this can easily happen. The Bible warns us about the deceitfulness of sin (Heb 3:13). When we get attached to some sin we can become blind to its reality. When the majority says a certain sin is not a sin we are quick to go along. It may even be that the law of our land says a certain sin is not a sin. To say it is can get us in to trouble. 

The ethic that our children will soon be taught does exactly what this woe says. It calls what is evil good. ‘Depending on your individual situation it may be right to tell a lie, to steal or even to murder’. We already have laws that allow the unborn to be murdered. Now there is a call to allow the sick and aged to be put out of their misery, language once confined to animals. In the new ethic there are no absolutes. What is wrong for you may be right for the other person. Are you confused? That would seem to be the aim! The devil delights in confusion. People think this ethic is new and progressive. But what do we see here in this passage. Perverted thinking was present in Israel 2500 years ago. Homosexuality was rampart thousands of years ago in the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah- that is too long ago for modern man! 

Many societies have lived with perverted thinking. Some adopted head hunting to prove their masculinity. Others thought child sacrifice would appease their gods. Thankfully most of this thinking has been transformed by the gospel of Jesus Christ. Millions have come out of the darkness into this wonderful light. It is tragic to see others going back to the darkness. 

Let us each one walk in the light of God’s word and not start calling evil good. Without the light of God’s word this is exactly what we will do. It is no good asking other people, whose conscience is similarly corrupted, for advice. There is no point in having a referendum to get majority opinion- that simply multiplies the depravity. No matter how many times you multiply zero you end up with zero. Zero is the exact amount of knowledge sinful human beings have about what is right and wrong in the eyes of God.

Are you offended by what I say? I am sure it is offensive to secular humanists and evolutionists. Humanists believe man is so clever he can, and will, solve all the problems of the human race. Some even think we will solve the problem of death itself. Evolutionists maintain that we are evolving into more intelligent beings. They have the same hope as the humanist, although they seem to betray this hope by emphasizing our likeness to the apes. 

A third perversion is that of injustice. There is another woe upon drinkers, upon ‘heroes at drinking wine and valiant men mixing intoxicating drink’ (5:22). Included in this woe is mention of injustice and of taking bribes. Is it hard to imagine drunken judges taking bribes to free the guilty and convict the innocent? Certainly not in a lot of societies where bribery is rampant! In our own society it is becoming more common as the knowledge of God decreases. We have had judges who succumbed to drink. There is concern about the judgments they made. We have had corrupt police, corrupt professors and corrupt preachers- not to mention corrupt politicians. 

Again we wonder what the new ethic will teach regarding bribery. We know what the Biblical ethic is- an absolute NO! (Prov 17:23, 29:4). But where there is no knowledge of God bribery is accepted- and it leads to injustice as this passage tells us. 

‘The fear of the Lord is to hate evil;

Pride and arrogance and the evil way

And the perverse mouth I hate’ (Prov 8:13).  

2. Punishment

As with the previous passage, the woes are followed by a ‘therefore’. These are solemn warnings. Perversion of minds, morals and justice will be punished. ‘Therefore, as the fire devours straw and flames consume the chaff’ so will be God’s judgment on those who reject his law and ‘despise the word of the Holy One of Israel’ (5:24). 

Psalm 1 tells us the wicked are like chaff that the wind blows away. Isaiah says they are like chaff consumed by fire. Nothing burns more rapidly and is consumed so completely as dry chaff. This is the picture the prophet and the psalmist use to describe God’s judgment on those who reject him and his word. It is the picture Jesus uses of the final judgment. As the tares are gathered and burned in the fire, so it will be at the end of the age (Mat 13:40-43). Those who offend God and ignore his word will one day feel the wrath of God.

When the Lord spoke at Mt Sinai the mountain shook and the people trembled before the Lord. As they traveled through the wilderness the Lord revealed his wrath upon sin. When Korah and his mates rebelled the earth opened up to devour them (Num 16). In the days of King Uzziah there was a great earthquake in Palestine (Amos 1:1, Zech 14:5). The people fled for their lives and many in the city were killed it appears. Isaiah speaks of the hills trembling and many being killed (5:25). 

Even such devastation and massive loss of life did not end the Lord’s anger upon this people for their sin. His hand was still raised, ready to strike again (5:25). This time he would bring foreign armies upon them (5:26f). A mighty killing machine would march across the land devouring all before it. The soldiers were highly trained and well equipped. They would not stumble or turn back. Their horses would not stop even on rocky ground. Their hooves were like flint (5:28). This mighty army would move swiftly, as already mentioned. 

Isaiah pictures this army as a roaring lion, a lion ready to devour its prey. Would you stand between a lion and its food? He pictures it as a roaring sea. It would come like a tsunami. Would you stand in the path of a tsunami?  Have you seen the devastation left in the path of a tsunami? That is what Isaiah pictures for the wicked in Judah and Jerusalem. 

What army was Isaiah referring to? He does not specify; however he does say that Lord will lift up a banner to ‘the nations from afar… from the ends of the earth’ (5:26). He later refers to the King of Assyria coming upon them (7:17). In 722BC the mighty Assyrian army overran the northern kingdom. The king of Judah actually made all alliance with Assyria at that time. But the alliance did not last long. Assyria later turned upon Judah (701BC) destroying towns but not Jerusalem. It was the Babylonians who finally destroyed Jerusalem in 586BC.

‘The wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness’ (Rom 1:18). We could summarize the words of Isaiah with these words written by the apostle Paul in the first century AD. Paul wrote them to the church at Rome. They are words for the church today. Jesus who was born in Bethlehem and died on the cross outside Jerusalem bearing our sin (if we believe in him) is the one who will judge the world. When he comes he will judge the world in truth and righteousness.  
I saw the Lord                                                                         Text: Isaiah 6:1-7 
The task of a prophet of God is not an easy one. The message the Lord gives him to speak is often a call to repentance, or a message of divine judgment. Sinful human beings do not like to hear such messages. They rebel against God who is holy and who hates sin. 
No man ever chose to be a prophet. A prophet is called of God often in a powerful way. Prophets saw visions and heard the voice of God. Moses heard the Lord speaking from the burning bush, the bush that was not consumed. Isaiah heard the Lord speaking from his glorious throne. He felt weak and unworthy with a deep conviction of sin. But he was also empowered by God to go out and speak the word of God to a rebellious and hostile people. We thank God that he continues to call men  to speak for him today, men  to preach the word of God in season and out of season, men to rebuke and exhort with all suffering and teaching (2Timothy 4:2). 
1. Vision 

In chapter 6 of Isaiah we read of a vision of the Lord which Isaiah had when he was called to be a prophet of God. We might have expected to find this in the first chapter, as in the case with Jeremiah’s call. Some readers try to rearrange the chapters but most accept the location of this chapter yet see it as logically coming at the beginning of Isaiah’s ministry. 

The earlier chapters serve as a good introduction to this chapter. We might otherwise struggle to understand the terms under which Isaiah was commissioned. The earlier chapters make it clear that he was to go to a rebellious nation, a nation that had provoked the Holy One of Israel to anger (1:4, 5:19). 

The whole book is referred to as the vision of Isaiah (1:1). This chapter refers to a specific vision which he had in the year 740BC, the year that King Uzziah died. Uzziah reigned in Judah for 52 years. These were years of prosperity. He ended his days in disgrace as a leper. He was divinely punished for presuming to go into the temple and offer incense like a priest. The death of Uzziah marked a downturn in the economy of Judah. His grandson Ahaz was particularly wicked, shutting up the house of the Lord. He used his nation’s treasures to buy alliances with powerful nations, like Assyria. 

Isaiah ‘saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and lifted up, and the train of his robe filled the temple’ (6:1). This vision may have been connected with the temple in Jerusalem but it is more likely a vision of the heavenly throne of God. In any case the earthly temple was a copy of the heavenly temple. 

In the book of Revelation we read of John having a vision of the Lord seated upon the throne in heaven in magnificent splendour and glory. There are a number of parallels between John’s vision and this vision that Isaiah had. Isaiah does not describe the Lord any more than John does. The Lord is indescribable. All Isaiah notes is that he is high and lifted up. The Lord is transcendent. He is the high and lofty one who inhabits eternity (57:15). Yet he also dwells with those who are humble and contrite. 

The train of his robe, as it were, reaches down to the earth and fills the temple where his people gather to worship him. The Lord dwells on high but he had filled Zion with justice and righteousness (33:5). The Lord reaches down from heaven on high too rule over the nations, to draw men and women to himself, and to establish his holy nation. 

In the vision Isaiah also saw seraphim or seraphs, heavenly beings mentioned only here in the Bible – although they appear to be similar to the living creatures that John saw (Revelation 4:8). Both has six wings and sang praises to the Lord Almighty. It has been pointed out that in the earthly temple there were cherubim, not seraphim, on the cover of the Ark of the Covenant. 

Seraph in Hebrew comes from a root meaning flame or fire. They were human-like with a face and feet. They covered their face so as not to look upon the glory of the Lord. They covered their feet as they stood in the holy place. With their third set of wings they flew. They were messengers of the Lord. 

The seraphim sang out praises to the Lord: 
‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts. The whole earth is full of his glory’ (6:3). 

It must have been a mighty noise they made because the door posts started to shake (6:4). Their praise of the Holy One on the throne reverberated throughout heaven. Smoke, probably like that coming from the burning of incenses, filled the temple. This was symbolic of the voice that rang out and filled the temple. 

Day and night the living creatures that John saw sang: 

‘Holy, holy, holy, Lord God Almighty, 
Who was, and is, and is to come’ (Rev 4:8). 

What Isaiah saw was awesome! It was wonderful, but also frightening. We are calling it a vision – maybe it was a dream – but it was very real to him. Isaiah did not wake up and forget about it, any more than John forgot the vision that he had. John had a vision while in the spirit on the Lord’s Day (Revelation 1:10). This vision was life changing for Isaiah, son of Amoz.
2. Undone 

Isaiah tells us how he reacted to this vision. As we just said he did not brush it off as a weird dream. In fact his response was similar to that of Simon Peter when he fell down before Jesus in the boat. Peter was certainly not having a dream! He said to Jesus, ‘Depart from me; I am a sinful man O Lord’ (Luke 5:8). Isaiah said, ‘Woe is me for I am undone, because I am a man of unclean lips’ (6:5). In fact, in John’s gospel where reference is made to Isaiah’s vision, the indication is that it was the glory of Jesus that Isaiah saw. ‘These things Isaiah said when he saw his glory and spoke of him’ (John 12:41 - in the next verse ‘him’ refers to Jesus). 

Isaiah felt the weight, the burden of his own sin as he gazed upon the exalted throne of God. He saw the filth of his own sin in the brilliant light shining from the heavenly throne. Can you understand how he felt? Holy, holy, holy is how the seraphim described the Lord. Holy means separate or cut off. Isaiah saw that God is not a man. He is not part of this creation but separate from it as the creator. Holy also means pure - morally pure and without sin. We can hide from other people but we cannot hide from God. 

Some people hate the idea of full body security scanning being introduced at the airports. They hate even more the truth that God gives us a full heart and mind scan. He sees our past with a complete record of everything we have ever done or said. 

Isaiah confessed he was a man of unclean lips. Had he said things he should not have said? Maybe he was expressing such sins or his sin more generally. We often convict ourselves of sin by what we say. Where is the person who has not uttered an unkind word or a lie? 

Isaiah heard the seraphim praising God day and night. Maybe he had failed to praise God as he should. Many today fail to even praise God once a week let alone day and night. God delights in the praise and the prayers of his people. He hears every word we say, and notes the times when we fail to give him the praise and the glory that is due to his holy name. 

‘My eyes have seen the king, the Lord of hosts’ (6:5). Isaiah was in no doubt as to whom it was that he saw. His vision was very real and very powerful. Like other Jews he believed that seeing God meant instant death (Exodus 33:20 - ‘no man shall see me and live’). Isaiah was pinching himself to see if he was still alive. He was severely shaken and trembling. In the presence of the Lord of Hosts, the King of kings and Lord of lords. 
3. Absolution 

Isaiah was overcome with guilt as he realized he was a sinner living among sinners. He dared not bring God down from his lofty throne - as others were doing (5:19), and as so many do today. He did not say, ‘I am a sinner; everyone is a sinner so God must accept me as I am’. He did not say, ‘I have done my best and that is all I can do’. Isaiah realised God is holy and remains holy. Holiness is absolute, not relative. The threefold cry of, ‘holy, holy, holy’ assures us of this. Isaiah could only cry for mercy – ‘woe is me for I am ruined’. Like Peter he had to wait upon the Lord for mercy. 

One of the seraphim flew to Isaiah with a live coal taken from the altar (6: 6). Although there is no mention of sacrifice, the altar was associated with sacrifice. Part of the ritual on the Day of Atonement was to take burning coals from the altar that was inside the veil (Leviticus 16:12). The seraph, like the high priest, was making atonement for Isaiah’s sins. He touched his lips with the burning coal saying, ‘your iniquity is taken away and your sin atoned for' (6:7). 

With wonderful grace the Lord acted to make Isaiah clean and holy. The Lord did not accept him in his sin - he cleansed him of his sin. He did this by the sacrifice of another. He did this by the shedding of blood. ‘Without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness’ (Heb 9:22). 

Can you imagine what it was like for Isaiah to hear those words, ‘your sin is atoned for?’ He had cried out ‘woe is me for I am a sinful man!’ Peter cried out, ‘depart from me Lord for I am a sinful man!’ Paul cried out, ‘O wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?’ (Romans 7:24). 

Have you ever cried out to the Lord with a heart so burdened by sin? Have you ever despaired of living as a sinner in this sinful world? Some despair to the point of having no hope. But many simply accept their sin. If you have cried out to the Lord for forgiveness have you heard his reply? Have you felt the touch of the blood stained hands of Jesus saying ‘your sin is atoned for’? Can you say with the apostle Paul, ‘I thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord’ (Romans 7:25). 

Isaiah’s commissioning and message                                   Text: Isaiah 6: 8-13
The prophet Jesus went to Nazareth to preach the good news of the Kingdom of God. He read from the Bible – from the book of Isaiah in fact- about the One who would heal the brokenhearted, and set free the captives and the oppressed. He proclaimed the year of the Lord’s favour. How did the people respond to this good news? They rejected it. They would not hear what Jesus had to say. Jesus got the same response from the people as Isaiah did over 700 years before. These were the people whom God had called out of bondage in Egypt and given a beautiful land of their own. They were enjoying the riches of this land when Isaiah spoke to them. 

Why did the people reject the word of the Lord delivered by the prophet? It is a very puzzling question. Why do people not listen to the good news of salvation? Why do they not listen to the truth? Why do they not believe and be saved when salvation is free; when it is by grace alone through faith alone?

1. Send me

Isaiah saw the Lord on the throne in all his glory. He heard the loud cry of the heavenly beings as they sang praise to the Lord Almighty. Isaiah was overcome with an acute awareness of his own sin. He cried out in fear, ‘woe is me’! As Isaiah tried to comprehend this vision one of the seraphim took a burning coal from the altar and touched his lips saying, ‘your sin is atoned for’ (6:7). Isaiah felt a great weight fall from his heart. He felt free. He felt like a new man. He was a new man with a new master. He was ready to do whatever his new master wanted.  

Isaiah heard the voice of the Lord saying 

‘Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?’
For the first time he heard the voice of the Lord, the One sitting on the exalted throne. The Lord was not addressing Isaiah directly. Isaiah heard communication within the heavenly council- indeed within the Godhead. The plural ‘us’ sounds more like a reference to the Trinity, as in Genesis 1:26, than to the Lord talking with the seraphim. 

The Lord, the Godhead, was looking for someone to send out. No details are given as to the man or the mission. But, still overwhelmed by the majesty of the Lord and the grace that he had just received, Isaiah put his hand up to volunteer. ‘Here I am, send me’ he said. In Hebrew it is just two words that he uttered. 

Isaiah’s response was immediate and unqualified. He did not go away to think about it. He did not start asking questions about the mission. Without reservation he trusted the Lord. He knew that God forgives sin so he must be good. Indeed he must be perfect and his ways must be perfect. Wherever it was he wanted this ‘someone’ to go, and whatever it was he wanted this ‘someone’ to do, Isaiah knew it must be a good and perfect task. It was the will of the Lord that he would be doing. 

Peter’s response after seeing the miracle of Jesus was much the same as Isaiah’s response to this vision. Peter fell on his face before Jesus when he saw the great catch. He saw the mighty power and divine majesty  of Jesus and was overcome with fear. He openly confessed his sin. He wanted Jesus to go away but in fact he was ready to do whatever Jesus wanted. Jesus said, 'from now on you will catch men’ (Luke 5:10).

2. Go and tell 

What was the task the Lord wanted done? The Lord immediately told Isaiah who he was to go to and what he was to tell them. Although Isaiah had himself been given a vision, God speaks to his people through prophets who are human beings. ‘How shall they hear without a preacher? How shall they preach unless they are sent? …Faith comes by hearing and hearing by the word of God’ (Rom 10:14-17).

Isaiah was to go to ‘this people’ (5:9). They were the people of God, the people among whom Isaiah was living. They were the people of Judah and Jerusalem in the main, although the northern kingdom of Israel was still in existence. By calling them ‘this people’ rather than ‘my people’ the Lord was speaking with disdain. He no longer acknowledged them as his own people because of their rebellion and the shame they were bringing upon his holy name.

What was Isaiah to tell these people? 

‘Keep on hearing, but do not understand

Keep on seeing, but do not perceive’
How are we to understand this message? Why was he not told to preach repentance and the forgiveness of sin? Why was he told to preach this terrible message of hardening of hearts? ‘One divinely ordained aspect  of the ministry of Isaiah is that the deaf become deafer and the blind become blinder still’ writes Harman, ‘though he can also offer gracious invitations to come and find abundant blessing with the Lord’ (Isa 55).

Isaiah would not be alone in preaching such a message. Jesus actually quoted the words the Lord gave to Isaiah as the reason why he spoke in parables (Mat 13:14-15). Some would be given eyes to see the truth being conveyed in the parable but others would be blind to this spiritual truth. They would remain in the dark as it were. They would not understand the mystery of the gospel. 

The Lord went on to tell Isaiah to make the heart of the people calloused, their ears dull and their eyes closed (6:10). It was not as if the people had not heard the word of the Lord before. They had Moses and the prophets, as Abraham told the rich man when he cried out from hell (Luke 16:29). Moses clearly explained to these people the curse that would come upon them when they disobeyed the word of God. The prophets kept on warning them of the consequences of their sin, but they did not listen. 

These were the people Isaiah was being sent to. He was to preach a solemn message of divine judgment- judgment upon sin and unbelief. The people were no longer listening to God’s word. Their hearts were calloused, hardened by sin. The sovereign Lord was behind this hardening, as his words to Isaiah indicate (6:10). ‘The Lord has mercy on whom he wills and whom he wills he hardens’ (Rom 9:18). Nevertheless, the people remain fully accountable for their attitude and actions, and will be judged accordingly.

In India we visited a town of over 250,000 people in which there was no Christian witness apart from that of my friend. As I walked down the narrow lanes of this town I prayed for the people of this town. It was a bit like Nineveh. But here in Sydney we have so many churches in which the gospel is preached. Here in Sydney the gospel of Jesus Christ has been taught in the schools, yet the heart of so many has become calloused. So many have rejected the good news of Jesus Christ. What is the message of the Lord to such people?

3. How long?

Having heard the commission given to him by the Lord, and understood the effect his ministry would have, Isaiah now asks a question- ‘Lord how long?’ Was he thinking how long his ministry would continue or how long the people would continue to harden their hearts? In a sense the thinking is the same. The Lord gave Isaiah a clear picture of what would happen to the people and the nation but without a precise timing. The Lord is patient not wanting any to perish. Isaiah’s message was one of judgment, but not one without hope, as we will see.

The Lord did not give a timetable, but he gave a clear picture of what would soon take place. The cities of the land would be broken down and deserted. The people would be carried off into exile. They would become slaves; slaves to the nation they hoped would save them. Such was the great delusion under which they lived. The Assyrians would come and destroy Israel in 722BC. They would attack Judah also but it would be the Babylonians who would eventually come and destroy the holy city and the land of Judah. 

Jesus and his apostles tell us very clearly that God has set a day when he will judge the world in righteousness. Jesus described the horrors of the end times, with wars, earthquakes and famine. Do people today pay heed to this message? Our Government was going to spend millions combating climate change. Now they have to spend it on flood relief. Who is calling the shots in our land and in this world? 

People today are just the same as they were in Isaiah’s day. The people in Isaiah’s day thought they were secure with all their riches. They kept on hearing about the judgment but took no notice. Their understanding was darkened. They stumbled along in the dark as it were, soon to fall into the pit of eternal destruction.

‘But yet a tenth will be in it’ (6:13). The Lord finished his answer to Isaiah on a note of hope. We see hope in the midst of judgment. There are difficulties in translating and understanding this verse, but it is clear that there will be a remnant that will remain true and faithful to the Lord. They will experience suffering but will remain and regroup like a stump after the tree has been cut down. The Lord himself will be instrumental in the regrowth, the flourishing and the fruiting of this stump (11:1).

Are your ears alert and your eyes open to the word of the Lord? I hope you have not become dull of hearing and blind the truth of salvation and judgment as revealed in the word of God.

Isaiah sent to Ahaz                                                                      Text: Isaiah 7:1-9
Isaiah prophesied during the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, kings of Judah (1:1). The call of God came to him in the year that King Uzziah died (6:1). During the reign of Uzziah the people of Judah prospered. In their prosperity, however, they turned away from the Lord. They kept on with the externals of religion while engaging in corruption, oppression and drunkenness. Uzziah got leprosy so his son Jotham took over the leadership. As king, Jotham did what was right in the eyes of the Lord (2Chron 26:2). He listened to the Lord and acted accordingly. The Lord prospered him and his people.

In the year 735BC Ahaz succeeded Jotham as king of Judah and it is to Ahaz that Isaiah now brings a message from the Lord. Ahaz ‘did not do what was right in the sight of the Lord, as his father David had done’ (2 Chron 28:1). Ahaz was a descendant of King David and was sitting on the throne of David.

1. Days of King Ahaz

Soon after the death of King David there was a civil war and the nation was divided. Samaria became the capital of the northern section and Jerusalem remained as the southern capital. The northern kingdom was made up of ten tribes, the largest of which was Ephraim. So this kingdom is variously known as Israel or Ephraim. The southern kingdom was called after the tribe of Judah. 

In the days of Ahaz, and even before, Israel began to attack Judah. With Syria as their ally they went up to attack Judah. Why did they do this? Assyria was becoming a world power at this time. To the north Assyria was threatening Israel and Syria. So they wanted Judah to join them in their alliance against Assyria. But the king of Judah refused to get involved. Israel and Syria were coming to force his hand in this matter. They would remove Ahaz and set up as their puppet king the son of Tabeel (7:6). ‘Rezin king of Syria and Pekah king Israel went up to Jerusalem to make war; and they besieged Ahaz but could not overcome him’ (2Kings 16:5). They did however, take towns outside of the capital.

2. Go to Ahaz

It was at this critical time that the Lord told the prophet Isaiah to go and meet with Ahaz (7:3). Ahaz got news that the alliance was coming after him. Syrian forces were already deployed in Israel. Within a few days they would be at the gate of Jerusalem. With its high walls they would not be able to penetrate the city. Instead they would lay siege to the city cutting off all food supplies and if possible the water supply. In this way they would force the inhabitants to surrender. 

Ahaz was terrified. His heart began to flutter and he became weak with fear. All the people became afraid (7:2). There is no mention of them turning to the Lord and asking the Lord for help.‘Go out now to meet Ahaz’ the Lord said to Isaiah. ‘Go to the end of the aqueduct from the upper pool’ (7:3). Ahaz may have gone out to check on the water supply when he heard that the Syrians were coming. 

The Lord told Isaiah to take his son with him. Why was this? Why is the name of his son given? Both Isaiah’s name and the name of his son are significant. Isaiah means, ‘the Lord is salvation’. Shear-Jashub means, ‘a remnant shall return’. Isaiah was to tell Ahaz not to fear but to have faith in God. The Lord is salvation. The Lord will preserve a remnant unto himself. 

Ahaz ruled in the dynasty of David (7:2). The Lord made a covenant with David saying that he would not fail to have a descendant on the throne (2Sam 7). A covenant promise was at stake here. We know that this promise extended way beyond the time of Ahaz but it was essential that one in the line of David occupy the throne in the holy city. 

Ahaz was in the line of David but was not at all like David. He was a wicked man. He led the people into idolatry. It was the Lord who was bringing these other nations to attack Judah. He was doing so because of their sin (2Kings 15:37, 2Chron 28:5,8). Ahaz had previously been captured by the king of Syria who handed him over to the king of Israel who then released him. 

The Lord was punishing Ahaz and the people for their rebellion but they were not listening. This time the Lord sent Isaiah to speak with him. In a time of crisis he might be ready to listen to the Lord. What do you think? He did not cry to the Lord who is salvation and for whom nothing is impossible.  

Our nation was recently in crisis. In fact we have seen crisis after crisis with droughts and floods and cyclones. But did you hear any of our leaders crying out to the Lord. We heard the comment, ‘I stand on the shoulders of our highly trained emergency service personnel’. As if highly trained men could stop a tropical cyclone. We heard another saying, ‘we are behind you in this time of crisis’. Just once I heard that some unnamed person was on their knees praying as the cyclone hit her town.

Isaiah met Ahaz near the aqueduct and called upon him to, ‘take heed and be quiet’, or be careful and stay calm (7:4). The exact location of this meeting place is not known, but it interesting that this was the same place where Hezekiah was tested by the Lord thirty five years later (36:2). In a similar predicament King Hezekiah would cry out in prayer (37:15) but not Ahaz. Nevertheless, Isaiah told him not to make any rash decisions but to stay calm and to trust in the Lord. 

3. Stand in faith

Isaiah told Ahab not to be afraid of these two kings coming after him. They were intent on striking fear into the heart of Ahaz and all the people. They planned to tear Jerusalem apart and set up their own king, a king not in the line of David. But the Lord had other plans. He told Ahaz not to fear ‘these two stubs of smoking firebrands’ (7:4).   

Rezin and Pekah were angry and violent men coming at the head of a great army, but in the Lord’s plan they would soon be snuffed out. The Lord’s disdain for Pekah is shown in that he does not mention his name- he is simply the son of Remaliah (7:4, 5). Pekah grabbed power by assassinating the previous king of Israel.

These two kings would return home empty handed according to the word of the Lord. Damascus would remain the head of Syria and no more. Samaria would remain the head of Ephraim/Israel and no more, despite the plans of these two kings (7:7-9). ‘It shall not stand, nor shall it come to pass’, declared the Lord God with regard to the plans of these two kings.

‘Although God’s hand was behind the attacks upon Judah, yet the king is told that the plotting of his northern neighbors will not succeed. Moreover, as far as the northern kingdom is concerned it is going to disappear in 65 years. This was fulfilled in the invasion of Tiglath Pileser of Assyria and in the capture and deportation of the northern tribes (2Kings 17:6)’.  

The king of Israel had joined with Syria to attack Judah. This was an unholy alliance between the people of God and pagans. God was not pleased with such an alliance. The alliance looked impressive on paper but they would not achieve what they wanted. God was not pleased with this political power play. 

There was a message here for Ahaz. He was in fact turning to Assyria for help as these two nations threatened him. He sent messengers to the king of Assyria saying, ‘I am your servant and your son. Come up and save me’ (2Kings 16:7). Israel trusted in her alliance with Syria. In the end Israel was destroyed. If Ahaz turned to Assyria for help Judah would suffer a similar fate.

What do we read in the Psalms? Do not put your trust in princes nor in a son of man, in whom there is no help (Ps 146:3). And in Psalm 33:17 we read, ‘a horse is a vain hope for safety, neither shall it deliver any by its great strength’. The Lord calls upon us to trust in him and not in our own strength or the strength of other people. But how often do you hear people saying they know some politician or have a friend in high places- and that by Christians no less. 

In India there is a tendency to trust in the wider family and in caste groups. There is nothing wrong with receiving help from family of course, but is this where you place your trust in a time of need? What if family are not believers? Are you in an alliance with Jesus or with family and friends?

‘If you will not believe, surely you shall not be established’ (7:9). The Lord’s closing words to Ahaz are not easy to translate because there is a play on the word ‘stand’ in the Hebrew. The NIV translates it as, ‘if you do not stand firm in your faith, you will not stand at all’.

The challenge is given to Ahaz and all the people. The challenge is given to you. ‘Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding’ (Prov 3:5). Too often we resort to the ways of the world in times of crisis. We trust in our own strength. We make unholy alliances in a time of difficulty and end up in greater difficulty. Stand firm in your faith. Stand firm in the Lord Jesus Christ, the rock of our salvation. 

Sign of Immanuel                                                                Text: Isaiah 7:10-17
‘Immanuel Book’ is a name often given to chapters 7-12 of the Book of Isaiah. Today we come to the Hebrew name ‘Immanuel’ (7:14). We find the name again in 8:8 while in 8:10 it is translated as, ‘God with us’. In this sub-book we find two other references to a special child (9:6 and 11:1). In the NT these verses are understood as messianic prophecies. Matthew writes of the birth of Jesus as fulfilling the prophecy of Isaiah 7:14 (Mat 1:23). Despite this fulfillment, there are those who refuse to accept that Isaiah could be speaking about something in the distant future. This prophecy must of course have meant something to the people of the day, but that does not mean it cannot refer to an event in Matthew’s day also. 

The word ‘virgin’ in 7:14 has been the subject of much debate since the RSV (1952 revision) translated it as ‘young woman’ and put the alternative ‘virgin’ in the margin. ‘The Hebrew word generally means ‘maiden’ or in some instances the reference is to a virgin’ writes Harman. He concludes that ‘it can be affirmed emphatically that the word is never used of a married woman’. It does not simply mean a young woman; it means an unmarried young woman or virgin. 

1. Compelling sign

The Lord again spoke to Ahaz (7:10). Ahaz was king of Judah when Rezin, king of Syria and Pekah, king of Israel came up to attack Jerusalem. Ahaz had refused to join them in an alliance against Assyria. Ahaz did many wicked things as he turned to worshipping others gods. He burned children in the fire. He encouraged moral decline in Judah and was continually unfaithful to the Lord (2Chron 28).

Out of grace the Lord spoke again to Ahaz through the prophet. Isaiah met Ahaz at the end of the aqueduct from the upper pool. Ahaz was terrified as these two kings came to lay siege to the city. Isaiah told him not to worry about these two kings and their armies because they would not succeed in their plan to overthrow him. ‘Stand firm in your faith’ Isaiah told the wicked king- not that he had much faith! ‘Ask a sign for yourself from the Lord your God’ the prophet told him (7:11). Ahaz apparently did not believe the word of the Lord- or more to the point, did not want to believe the word of the Lord. Despite his wickedness the Lord was still reaching out to this man. He was a Jew. He sat on the throne of his father David. 

The Lord is slow to anger and great in mercy (Ps 145:8). The Lord was bringing these armies against Ahaz and the people that they might turn from their wicked ways and seek the Lord. Through the prophet God was calling upon Ahaz and the people to trust in the God of their fathers.  

Almighty God was ready to give a sign to Ahaz to prove his word could be trusted. ‘Ask for any sign you like’ he said; ‘let it be in the depths of Sheol or the heights of heaven’ (7:11). Did Ahaz want to see the sun move back on the sundial or an eclipse of the sun? Did he want to see a sign from the underworld or the afterlife?  Whatever sign he asked for, God in his power and his grace was ready to give. But Ahaz said, ‘I will not ask’.  Whereas other men, men like Gideon, asked for a sign from the Lord, Ahaz refused to ask. Why? Ahaz gave his reason why. ‘I will not test the Lord‘, he said (7:12). This sounded very pious. It shows this man knew the Bible. Moses said, ‘you shall not test the Lord your God’ (Deut 6:16). 

Jesus quoted this Scripture when he was being tempted by the devil. But it was God who was offering Ahaz a sign. Actually Ahaz was being tempted by the devil at this time. He was being tempted to twist Scripture and use it for his own sinful purpose (what the devil started doing with Jesus). Ahaz was not being pious. He was being calculating and clever. 

Ahaz knew that if he asked for a sign and God gave that sign he would be compelled to believe the word of God.  This was a case of unbelief, or rather of blatant refusal to believe. The Lord was reaching out to a man who had turned his back on him, only to have that hand spat on in the name of piety. 

Do you understand the thinking of Ahaz? Do you know anyone like Ahaz? Pastors often come across such people. They come across people who are so pious they do not need to go to church. They do not need to hear the word of God read and preached because they already know it all. Like Ahaz they have determined for themselves what they believe and what they are going to do. They do not want to hear anything that might challenge their beliefs and their pious ways. 

It is disturbing to consider just how many people there are who think they are good Christians but rarely come to worship God. They have worked out their own way of life. Religion is very personal they say. They do not want to hear anyone reading the Bible or preaching lest they be compelled to confess their sin and believe the truth.

We know that at this very time King Ahaz was planning to send to the king of Assyria for help- or maybe he had already done so (2Kings 16:7). His heart was hardened, just as the Lord told Isaiah when he took up this ministry (6:9,10). People walking in sin do not want to hear the truth. They do not want to hear or see anything that might compel them to confess and turn from their wicked ways. By watching TV or reading the newspaper on Sunday they feel much safer in their sin than if they were to read the Bible and come to church.

2. Confirming sign

Isaiah was not pleased with the response of Ahaz to the grace of God. It is one thing not to listen to men and reject their grace, but another to reject the word of God. ‘Will you weary my God also’, declared Isaiah (7:13). 

It is one thing to walk out of church when a man is preaching but another to walk out when the Bible is being read. Sometimes the heathen have more respect for the Bible that Christians. The Jews in Nazareth showed no respect to the word of Jesus, the Son of God. They rose up against him and threw him out of their church. Jesus pronounced a woe upon Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum saying, ‘he who rejects me rejects him who sent me’ (Luke 10:13).

Isaiah was speaking not only to Ahaz but to the house of David. Ahaz stood in stark contrast to King David, a man who listened to God’s prophet. Isaiah held grave fears for the house or dynasty of David. Notice the change from ‘your God’ in verse 11 to ‘my God’ in verse 13. Was the Lord ready to give up on this rebel? ‘If we deny him he will deny us. If we are faithless he will remain faithful for he cannot deny himself’ (2Tim 1:12-13).

The Lord speaks again to give a sign of his own. Ahaz did not want a sign from God but the Lord would give him one anyway. ‘Behold the virgin shall conceive and bear a son and shall call his name Immanuel’ (7:14). A virgin having a baby would be some sign! It had never happened before. It has never happened since, apart from the virgin birth of Jesus. Many claims have been made no doubt, just as there are claims to reincarnations and people coming back from the dead. But only one man has been born of a virgin and only one man has been resurrected and that is Jesus Christ of Nazareth.

This sign was not a sign to compel Ahaz to believe God’s word and trust in him. It would be a sign to confirm faith rather than compel it. It would be a sign to confirm the faith of future generations when the prophetic word was fulfilled. The sign does not refer to Isaiah’s wife, or to the birth of Hezekiah- he was born before this time. It refers to the birth of Jesus of Nazareth as the gospel indicates (Mat 1:23). 

But it must have meant something to Ahaz and the people- if they had ears to hear. Yes, even the people of that day were being taught of the coming Messiah. Here is the promise of a child called ‘Immanuel’, God with us. Harman writes, ‘slowly throughout this book the promise will be amplified until it coheres with the figure of the servant of the Lord’.

There is another aspect to the application of this sign to Ahaz and the people. Isaiah goes on to say this child will eat curds and honey when/until he knows to refuse evil and choose good (7:15). We often take the age of moral responsibility as 12 or 13. Before the child reaches the age of making moral choices the land, the land of the two kings you dread, will be laid waste (7:16). Within 12-13 years the land of Israel was laid waste by the Assyrians – the year 722BC. Curds and honey in this context indicate a lack of crops and vegetables. The farm land would become wasteland.  Animals would roam the desolate hills and bees would frequent the scrub in order to make honey. Curds and honey will be all there is to eat.

Harman quotes Machen on this passage as follows: ‘I see a wonderful child, the prophet on this interpretation would say, a wonderful child whose birth shall bring salvation to his people; and before such a period of time shall elapse as would lie between the conception of the child in his mother’s womb and his coming to years of discretion, the land of Israel and Syria shall be forsaken’.

This sign of Immanuel carries the message of judgment and the hope of salvation. ‘God with us’ is a message of judgment to rebels and a message of hope to the faithful. This sign was a sign of judgment to Ahaz, judgment upon Israel and Syria and also judgment upon him. ‘The Lord will bring the king of Assyria upon you and your people and your father’s house’ (7:17). They would experience days like those of the civil war that split the north from the south. Assyria would not hold to any treaty but would attack Judah when they so desired. Later in this prophecy it will be made clear that Babylon will be the agent to inflict the final blow upon Judah and Jerusalem.  

The words of the Lord never fall to the ground without accomplishing the purpose for which they were sent. The virgin did conceive and give birth to a son. As God's only begotten Son he is indeed ‘God with us’. He is called ‘Jesus’ the one who saves. ‘There is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved’ (Acts 4:12).    

Signs of impending doom                                                   Text: Isaiah 7:18-8:4
One of my childhood memories relates to bees. You may well have a bee story of your own, not necessarily from your childhood. My story is not about me but another man, a bulldozer driver. He was working on the farm clearing timber off a ridge so we could cultivate the land- I am going back a long way! One day he pushed over a tree that had a nest of bees in it. As the story is told, he leapt off the dozer without stopping it and ran like crazy to the creek with the swarm of bees after him. He dived into the water, the only place where he would be safe from this dangerous swarm. People have died after being attacked by a swarm of bees.

1. Metaphors of doom
The prophet Isaiah continued bringing king Ahaz a message from the Lord. He told him that the Lord would ‘bring the king of Assyria upon you and your people’ (7:17). He went on to describe what would happen using vivid metaphors, one of which describes the Assyrian army as a swarm of bees. It shall come to pass in that day (7:18). ‘That day’ can mean the near future or the distant future, as in the Day of the Lord, or both. Here the primary focus is on the near future. Israel and Syria had come together to attack Judah and Jerusalem. This was the holy land and the holy city. 

The king of Israel in Jerusalem sat on the throne of David. But king Ahaz did not walk in the ways of David. He did not turn to the Lord for help but went to the king of Assyria. He sent gifts to this foreign king to secure his support. But could Assyria be trusted to help him? This was the question- and Isaiah had the answer! Egypt was also a world power at this time but not a super power like Assyria. It was like a fly - more of a nuisance than a danger. Assyria was like a bee, a vast swarm of dangerous insects. Moses described the Amorites who attacked Israel as a swarm of bees (Deut 1:44). 

Ahaz was told the Lord would whistle for the fly and the bee to come upon him and his people. They would come and rest in every corner of the land; in every cleft in the rocks, on every bush and around every waterhole. This picture is not unlike the plagues the Lord sent upon Egypt. Isaiah told these things to Ahaz so that when they did come to pass he would know that it was the Lord who was bringing this disaster upon him, and he would know why.

The next metaphor likens the Assyrians to a razor that forcibly shaves all the hair off a man’s body (7:20). The Lord will be responsible for the shaving but he will use ‘those from beyond the River’ or beyond the Euphrates. The king of Assyria will shave the head, the beard and the rest of the body also. This means that Ahaz will suffer great humiliation. It was common for a victor to insult his prisoners by shaving their beards and heads. 

It may be that the Lord is hiring this razor, but more likely that Ahaz is hiring this razor which then backfires on him. Ahaz was planning to, or maybe already had, hired the Assyrians to get this northern alliance off his back. He took the gold and silver from the temple to give as payment to the King of Assyria for this help (2Kings 16). But the King of Assyria would not stop at attacking Syria and Samaria. He would move on the give Judah and Jerusalem a shave also. ‘The irony of the situation is that God will use as his instrument of judgment the very razor that Ahaz had hired’.

2. Reality of doom

‘It shall be in that day’ (7:21). Isaiah continues to describe what will happen to the land of Judah in that day- that is the day when the Assyrian hordes invade the land. He now describes the reality of life for the people of the land in that day. 

A man will keep a cow and a couple of goats or sheep. He will keep these in his house in the city. A friend in India kept his goats on the roof of his house. It was weird to see goats going up the stairs of his house to the roof. From the milk of these animals the people in Jerusalem would make curd and that would be all there would be to eat in the day of disaster- apart from some honey also. 

Curds and honey are tasty, but it is a different matter when that is all there is to eat. I visited a farm in India when the cow had just calved and there was lots of milk. We had lots of curd to eat and it was delicious at first. But after eating curd three times a day every day for a while my appetite diminished. 

Why would there be nothing else to eat in Judah? Because the farmland would be ruined by the invaders. They would rip up the prized vineyards growing on the hillsides. Weeds and scrub would take over, making the land useless for crops. The people would not be able to go out and plant crops because of the Assyrians. They might sneak out with a bow and arrow from time to time; the bow and arrow might be for protection or for hunting. The farmland would become rangeland. Cattle and sheep would roam the hills but there would be no cultivation. The people would live in fear of their enemy. The people would also become disheartened and discouraged it appears, afraid even of the briers and thorns. 

Terrible disasters have come upon our own land in recent days. Properties have been destroyed and people left destitute. We hear lots of bold announcements such as, ‘we will not give up’, ‘we will rebuild’, ‘we will do this; we will do that’. It is good to be positive but the reality is that some of these people will not rebuild. The prospect of rebuilding their dream home is too daunting. They will lose hope.

The apostle Paul spoke of those who are without Christ as being ‘without hope and without God in this world’ (Eph 2:12). The people of Judah had turned away from the God. In their prosperity they rebelled, trusting in their own riches and political connections. When disaster came, as the prophet said it would, they would be reduced to living on curds and honey. They would live in fear because they did not trust in the Lord. They rejected the words that God spoke by the prophet. They would not look to the sign of Immanuel- God with us- the sign repeatedly portrayed by Isaiah.

3. Signs of doom

King Ahaz did not want a sign from the Lord. The Lord gave him a sign anyway, the sign of Immanuel- ‘the virgin shall conceive and bear a son’ (7:14). Some readers link this sign with the birth of a son to the prophet as found here in chapter 8. But the prophetess was not a virgin when she conceived. ‘I went to the prophetess, and she conceived and bore a son’, said Isaiah (8:3). The term prophetess simply indicates that she is the wife of the prophet. 

The significance of this child’s birth is found in the name given to him, and in the time it takes for him to say ‘mummy’ or ‘daddy’. Firstly, the name. It is not Immanuel but Maher-Shalal -Hash -Baz. This name means ‘speed the spoil and hasten the booty’. This name occurs twice in this passage, once on a written scroll and second as the name of Isaiah’s son. 

The Lord told Isaiah to write this name on a large scroll. He was to write with a man’s pen or with plain script, script that could be read by everyone. This scroll was more like a banner to be displayed for all to see. Isaiah was to get two witnesses to this writing. One was the priest, the man who acceded to the request of Ahaz to build an altar replicating the one the king saw in Damascus (2Kings 16). The other, called Zechariah, was probably the father-in-law of Ahaz. These men would witness the writing of the prophecy and its fulfilment in the near future. 

This banner might be torn down and destroyed, but the name would continue on as the name of Isaiah’s son. This boy's name would be a constant reminder of the word of the Lord. This boy would be Isaiah’s second son. His first also had a symbolic name, a name which meant, ‘a remnant shall return’ (7:3). His second was given a name meaning, ‘speed the spoil, hasten the booty’. 

Our name may not have any symbolic meaning, yet there is often a story behind our names. A friend in India called his first daughter Prarthana and his second Prashansa. These names mean ‘prayer’ and ‘praise’ respectively. They will carry this beautiful symbolism all their lives.  

The second aspect of this child’s birth, to be noted by way of prophecy, was when he first spoke. Before the child could say ‘Mummy’ or ‘Daddy’, Damascus and Samaria would be plundered by the Assyrians (8:4). The prophet told Ahaz not to fear this northern alliance coming against him. The Lord had everything under control. Here was another prophetic sign from the Lord that these nations would be destroyed. Within a couple of years they would fall. Damascus fell in 732Bc and Samaria was finally destroyed in 722BC. 

‘You know how to discern the face of the sky, but you cannot discern the signs of the times’, said Jesus (Mat 16:3). He said this to the Pharisees and Sadducees. He could have said this to king Ahaz. Ahaz was so busy with politics he had no time to listen to the Lord. Jesus could say these words to our generation. We are so busy predicting the future, whether it be the property values, career paths, interest rates or now the climate, that we forget to listen to the one who controls all these things, the one who holds the future of this world in his hands. 

There is a God who made this world and sustains this world. There is a God who has shown his love for us in the Lord Jesus Christ. There is a God who has spoken. You can turn away from him as Ahaz did, but you do so at your peril. The consequences of rebellion are clearly revealed in the Bible. The future you most need to know is that Jesus is coming again to judge this world. Let us focus more on the words of God and less on the words of politicians.    

The nation stumbles                                                                      Text: Isaiah 8:5-22
The flood that ripped through the Lockyer Valley in Queensland came with great speed and immense force. Cars were picked up and tossed along like balls in the torrent. Some house were lifted off their foundations and floated downstream, while others were smashed by the surging current. One man told of how he clung to a power pole for over an hour as water up to his neck swirled around him. This flood brought massive devastation and tragic loss of life in the small town of Grantham. 

1. Flood comes and goes

The Lord was going to bring a flood upon the land of Judah, not a literal flood but the Assyrian army. Isaiah had previously pictured this army as a dangerous swarm of bees. Here he pictures their coming upon the land as a massive flood sweeping across the land. This was the land God gave to his people when he brought them out of Egypt. These were the people with whom God had made a covenant. But they turned away from the Lord. They were being warned of the coming judgment of God. 

The Lord spoke to Isaiah once again, this time with a message for the people in general, not just King Ahaz. The wicked king was leading the people astray by setting up altars to other gods. As a wicked king he was probably corrupt and unjust. He feared the advancing Syrian and Samaritan alliance. He was probably facing internal unrest also. The reference to ‘these people’ rejoicing in Rezin and the son of Remaliah in verse 6 seems to indicate that Ahaz lacked popular support, with some at least looking forward to his demise. 

Since the people rejected the gently flowing water of Shiloah the Lord would bring upon them a great torrent. Shiloah was a little stream that fed into the pool of Siloam in Jerusalem. It symbolised God’s provision for his people. They had a reliable supply of sweet water to drink. But they rejected the Lord’s provision. 

Turning away from the Lord they put their trust in a human institution. They put their hope in the Assyrian army. Calling upon Assyria was like calling for a flood. When floodwaters come there is no way of controlling them. They sweep away everything in their path. It would be as if the Euphrates River was overflowing its banks. The Assyrians would come like a flood from the north. They would pass through Syria and Samaria and on through Judah. Judah was in the hills but still the water would come up to their neck. Judah would be devastated, but not totally destroyed. They would survive for the present. This flood would be a warning from the Lord. The Lord in his mercy gives warning of the coming judgment. 

What land was this? The prophet was reminded that it was the land of the Lord- your land (8: 8). It was the land of Immanuel. This was the holy land, the land the Lord gave his holy people. It was the land in which the throne of David was established, the throne the Lord had established forever (2Sam 7:16). Like most prophecies this one ends on a note of hope, conveyed in the name Immanuel- God with us. They had turned from the Lord but this did not mean the Lord had turned away from them. God’s purposes are not thwarted by the actions of men.  

God’s sovereign power is over all his creation. His rule extends over all the earth. The Lord had a word for the pagan nation that was coming upon Judah in addition to his word for his own people. He had a message for those from far countries. ‘Prepare for battle and be shattered; prepare for battle and be shattered’ (8:9). 

Israel and Syria had come together to attack Judah and Jerusalem. Together they would surely crush little Judah- or so they calculated. But the Lord had other plans. There may be a continuing reference to Assyria also in this verse. While the Lord used nations like Assyria to punish his rebellious people he still held them accountable for any gloating or acts of rage as they carried out the will of God. 

Man proposes but God disposes. This is a paraphrase of a proverb. ‘Many are the plans in a man’s heart, but it is the Lord’s purpose that prevails’ (Prov 19:21). How often do we hear of people who have such wonderful plans for their retirement? They work hard all their lives with the dream of a wonderful retirement. And what happens? A poor woman was on the radio the other day saying how her husband got sick and died soon after his retirement. All her dreams were shattered. Others have lost all their savings in a company collapse.  How true and solemn are the words of this proverb.

Great men speak great words, and make great plans, but they will not stand against the words and the plans of the Lord. For ‘God is with us’ the prophet reminds himself, and the people who want to listen (8:10). The word is the name Immanuel once again, this time translated. ‘If God is for us who can be against us’ (Rom 8:31). The apostle Paul, like the prophet Isaiah, had complete confidence in the Lord his God. Immanuel, God with us, is all you need to know when the enemy threatens you. Immanuel is, as we know, the name given to the Son of God, the One who fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah 7:14. You who believe in Jesus Christ can have the same confidence. You can lie down in peace and sleep for the Lord is with you. 

2. Who and what to fear

Isaiah was a man just like the king and other people living in Jerusalem and Judah. He was bringing the word of God to his own people. This was not an easy task. The king did not want a sign from the Lord.  The people were not interested either. They were preoccupied in their prosperity and in political matters. The Lord warned Isaiah not to go down that track (8:11). It is tempting to go with the flow, and follow the crowd. It is tempting to put our trust in money and in political powers.  

By warning the people against depending on Assyria, Isaiah left himself open to charges of conspiracy or treason (8:12). Because he disagreed with official policy he was regarded as a traitor. To disagree with official policy, even false or foolish policy, can be dangerous. Thankfully in our nation you will only be ridiculed in the press. But in some places any opposition to official policy is regard as treason. People are put into prison for such things. If you do not agree with same sex marriage or with evolution or anthropogenic climate change you will be ridiculed and might go to prison?  

‘Do not be afraid of their threats nor be troubled’, the Lord told Isaiah (8:12). Fear God, not man. ‘Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul’, said Jesus (Mat 10:28). Jesus knew what it was to be out of step with official policy. He knew was it was to be regarded as a traitor. The apostles soon found out what it meant to go against official policy. They replied to the authorities, ‘we must obey God rather than men’ (Acts 5:29). 

The Lord would be as a sanctuary to Isaiah (8:14). David knew the Lord as his refuge and his strength, a great help in time of trouble. For years he was hunted by Saul. David learned to depend upon the Lord day and night. Isaiah, like David, learned to stand firmly upon the truth of God’s word. He would not be moved even in the face of overwhelming opposition and personal danger. 

These men, like Abraham, Isaac and Jacob before them, were men of faith. The rock on which they stood was Christ - Immanuel- God with us. This rock was also, ‘a stone of stumbling and a rock of offence’ (8:14). The people of both houses of Israel, both Ephraim and Judah, were stumbling on this rock because they had become blind to the truth. They would fall and be broken. They were being misled and would fall into a trap.

The book of Isaiah is widely quoted in the NT; here is another case. Peter refers to Jesus as the living stone, the cornerstone and the stone the builders rejected. He also refers to Jesus as, ‘the stone of stumbling and rock of offence’ (1Peter 2:8). ‘They stumble, being disobedient to the word’. Those who reject Jesus walk in darkness. They stumble over the rock that is obvious to those who walk in the light.  

Those who believe in Jesus and listen to his word walk in the light. Those who are outside of Christ walk in the dark. They go off seeking wisdom in all manner of places as we will see at the end of this chapter. They seek but never find because they stumble over the rock of offence. Do you know what it is like to walk in the light, or are you still in stumbling along in the dark, listening to the wisdom of this world?

3. Israel within Israel

In all this stumbling and falling into traps, in all this devastation and suffering coming upon the house of Israel, the Lord will maintain a remnant of men and women who fear him. The Lord spoke to Isaiah of ‘his disciples’ (8:16). Isaiah also spoke of the children the Lord had given him (8:18). 

‘Bind up the testimony’, the Lord told Isaiah (8:16). Having spoken these words to the king and the people, they were to be sealed and kept for the Day of Judgment. In that day they would be a testimony. The people would know that the Lord had come in judgment just as he said. The remnant would rejoice in that day because they were vindicated. They had put their hope in the Lord and he would not fail them (8: 17).

4. From faith to superstition

It is tragic to see a witch doctor jabbing a hot metal rod onto a woman’s belly thinking that this will cure her illness. It is tragic to see men looking at the palms of the hand thinking they can see the future. Some people give their last dollar to such men, leaving themselves and their children without food.  

After King Saul rebelled against God he no longer got answers to his cries. So he went to a medium. He went in disguise because mediums were banned in Israel. When Ahaz rebelled against God he not only turned to politics but also to the occult. In a state of panic he and the people ran to the mediums seeking advice from the dead (8:19). 

When people turn away from the Lord this is what happens. Mediums and spiritists are having a field day in our nation. I read of a lady who gave up teaching to become a clairvoyant. People flock to the mind, body, spirit festival in search of something to fill the spiritual void in their life. Satan is more than ready to fill that void with lies and darkness. 

‘To the law and to the testimony’, declared Isaiah (8:20). There is no light apart from the word of God. Jesus is the light of life. Only Jesus can fill your heart with light. Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life. ‘No one comes to the Father except through me’, he said (John 14:6). Is that what you believe and what you know in your heart?  
A child is born                                                                          Text: Isaiah 9:1-7
‘For unto us a child is born

Unto us a son is given 

And the government shall be upon his shoulders…’

These are the words of a beautiful chorus sung at Christmas time. Some are surprised to find that the words come from the OT. These are words written by Isaiah over 700 years before Jesus was born. The words describe Jesus and his work with amazing insight and accuracy. ‘This is one of the clearest and most meaningful Messianic prophecies in the whole OT’, writes one commentator.  

This chorus lifts these words out of this book and applies them to Christ- and rightly so. But what is the context in which the words were first spoken. How could Isaiah say such wonderful things? How did the people he spoke to understand these words. It is important for us to understand these words in the context in which they were first spoken.

1. Great light

We are still in the so called Book of Immanuel- Isaiah chapter 7-12. The Lord gave a sign to the king of Judah saying, ‘a virgin shall conceive and bear a son and you shall call his name Immanuel’ (7:14). Apart from this sign, the words that Isaiah spoke to King Ahaz and the people of Judah and Jerusalem were words of impending doom. Ahaz had hired the Assyrians to protect him when Syria and Samaria came to attack. Their plan to overrun Judah and Jerusalem would not succeed, but they would plunder the land. The people would be left destitute, not only physically but also spiritually. From a life of luxury they would be reduced to poverty and famine. Instead of trusting in God they turned to trusting in man and even in messages from the dead. He afflicted them that they might return and cry out to him, but they did not do so. They went to consult mediums and diviners (8:19). 

The nation entered a period of great darkness. People were filled with fear and anxiety. They were overcome with gloom and doom. All they could do was curse- curse the king, curse God, curse anything and everything. The words of Job’s wife probably rang out through the land - ‘curse God and die’. You will be familiar with such a cry. You will have heard people blame the government and blame God for the trouble that they find themselves in. How many stop to ask, ‘is the hand of the Lord upon me for some reason’?

‘The people who dwell in the land of darkness have seen a great light. Those who dwell in the land of the shadow of death, upon them a light has shone’ (9:2). The prophet’s message was not only one of gloom and doom. This chapter begins with ‘nevertheless’. Isaiah had a message of hope for the remnant that survived the Assyrian invasion and plundering. The later Babylonian invasion and subsequent exile may be included in the doom and darkness predicted in 7:22.    

There will be no more gloom. The humiliation will cease. The most northerly regions of Israel felt the ferocity of the Assyrians the most. Napthali and Zebulun were tribes that settled to the north (9:1). Napthali included the region west of the Lake of Galilee. Isaiah specifically refers to Galilee and the way of the sea. The main route from Egypt to Assyria ran down the valley of Jezreel, along the Jordan and past the lake of Galilee. 

You will be familiar with the names Jordan and Galilee. Why is that? They are names we find in the NT, names associated with the life of Jesus. Most of Jesus’ ministry was in the region of Galilee. The people of this region were suffering oppression in the days of Isaiah. They were subject to inhuman treatment at the hands of the Assyrians. In the days of Jesus they were similarly oppressed. This time it was by the Romans, a people not noted for their gentleness. 

When referring to Jesus starting his ministry in Capernaum, Matthew quotes from the first two verses of Isaiah 9. These words were fulfilled when Jesus began to preach saying, ‘repent for the kingdom of heaven is at hand’ (Mat 4:14-17). Upon people sitting in darkness and in the shadow of death a great light was suddenly shining. Jesus said, ‘I am the light of the world, he who follows me will not walk in darkness but have the light of life’ (John 8:12).

Darkness and light! What greater contrast can there be?  Walk into a dark room and you see nothing. You stumble over chairs and tables and whatever is in the room. Turn on the light and you instantly see where you are going. Are you stumbling along in the dark not knowing where your life is headed- like so many people? Those who believe in Jesus will tell you of the wonderful light that has come into their life- the light of life. They will tell you how they see the way clearly as they look to Jesus. It is not a way of riches and fame, but the way of truth and righteousness in Jesus Christ.

2. Great joy

With the coming of a light comes joy. In darkness we are overcome with fear and anxiety. We dare not move lest we stumble and fall. But if we do not move someone will bump into us and we will go down together. Maybe someone will take our hand and lead us deeper into the darkness. How happy we are when someone brings a light and we can see what is going on. 

Do you rejoice in the light of the Lord Jesus Christ? Do you rejoice in knowing not only where you have come from but where you are going? Millions are totally confused in such matters. They are confused by the theory of evolution which tells them they have come from the apes and are just another animal. Like all human beings they know in their hearts that they are special, and do not just become ‘nothing’ when they die. In the light of Jesus we know and believe what he tells us in the Bible. Jesus was there at our creation. He will also be there at our death because he is risen from the dead and he is Lord. 

Isaiah likens this joy to that of the harvest. The farmer works hard and waits long for the crop to be harvested. How happy he is when he finally gets it into his barn. The prophet also likens the joy to that of the victorious soldier. Not only does he enjoy rest from the battle but he takes home the spoils of war. The Lord will bring great joy to his people according to the prophecy of Isaiah.

3. Great child  

Why will the people rejoice and be glad? Because they have seen a great light! Isaiah gives further explanation as to the reason for the great joy that is coming. You will notice that the tense is the ‘prophetic perfect’, meaning the prophet writes as if these things have already happened. Whatever the Lord speaks will not fail to happen, so it can be spoken of in the present, or even the past tense- ‘you have broken the yoke’. Three reasons are given for the joy to come, as indicated by the word ‘for’ in verses 4, 5 and 6. There will be joy because of a broken yoke, burned boots and the birth of a child. 
The broken yoke of the oppressor means freedom. In earlier days the people were oppressed by the Midianites. God raised up Gideon to deliver them from this oppression.  With freedom comes rejoicing. The burning of the soldier’s boots and blood stained garments means the battle is over. It means the coming of peace. With peace comes rejoicing.  

Jesus began his ministry proclaiming freedom for the oppressed. His birth was heralded by the angels with a message of peace, peace on earth and goodwill towards men. You will notice the shift in reference from the oppression of the Midianites, the Assyrians and the Romans, to the yoke and bondage of sin. You will notice the shift in reference with regard to peace from peace being the absence of war, to peace with God and peace from God. Jesus said, ‘my peace I give to you; not as the world gives do I give. Let not your heart be troubled, neither let it be afraid’ (John 14:27). 

The third and greatest reason for joy is because a child is born. This child is instrumental in breaking the yoke of bondage and bringing peace as we have seen. ‘Unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given’ (9:6). Whose son is he? The mention of a child takes us back to 7:14 and the virgin who gives birth to a son. This is the same child. He is the child of the virgin. He had no human father. He is none other than the Son of God. The child was to be called Immanuel, God with us.

Four other names or titles are given to this special child (9:6). The names point to the greatness of this child and to the work he will do. He will govern or rule the people of God. He will rule over an everlasting kingdom. Where did this kingdom come from? When did it begin? It has always existed, but it is linked with the kingdom of David. God anointed David king over the people of God. He was far from perfect, and he did die, but his rule was as good as it gets for a human king. God promised David one of his sons or descendants would always be on the throne of Israel. His throne would be established forever (2Sam 7). This child, born of the virgin, was a descendant of David (Rom 1:3-4).

Wonderful counsellor. This is just one name although double barreled like the others. The word ‘wonderful’ indicates something from God. It is a miracle. The child would be a divine counsellor. Rulers of old were often men of great wisdom- Solomon for instance. ‘Christ Jesus became for us wisdom from God’ (1Cor 1:30).  Jesus is the source of all wisdom. He is omniscient.

Mighty God. This child will be filled with power and might. He will be omnipotent. He will make wars to cease. He will bring down his enemies. He will bring down human enemies and spiritual enemies because of his almighty power. The child will be most wise and most powerful.

Everlasting father.  This is not a comment on the Trinity. It simply refers to the father-like character of the child-cum-ruler. He will govern his people with compassion and tenderness. He will protect them from danger. He will do this for eternity.

Prince of peace. The Hebrew word ‘shalom’ designates prosperity as well as tranquility. The reign of the Messiah will be one of peace and tranquility.  ‘My peace I give to you’, said Jesus. In Jesus we have peace with God and we have peace with one another. The kingdom of the child is a kingdom of peace because he is the prince of peace. The kingdom will grow by peaceful means. It will be a kingdom of justice and righteousness (9: 7). 

The zeal of the Lord Almighty will accomplish this (9:7). This great child will be sent by Almighty God into the world to establish this glorious kingdom for ever and ever. In Jesus this promise is fulfilled. ‘The kingdom of God is at hand’, said Jesus. ‘Repent and believe the gospel’ (Mark 1:15). Have you responded to the call of this child who is the ruler of the everlasting kingdom of God?  Have you become a citizen of this kingdom by repenting of your sin and believing in the Lord Jesus Christ?  
God’s anger at Israel                                                         Text: Isaiah 9:8-10:4
The prophet Isaiah was in Jerusalem. Most of his words were directed to Judah and Jerusalem in the latter part of the 8th century BC. He prophesied before and after the fall of the northern Kingdom. This northern kingdom consisted of ten tribes of Israel. It is called Israel, Ephraim or Samaria as we see in this passage. Sometimes the individual tribes are referred to, as in 9:1 and later in 9:12.  

Israel at this particular time was preparing to attack their brothers in the southern kingdom which consisted of the tribes of Judah and Benjamin. The Lord said they would not prevail. In fact Israel itself was about to be invaded and destroyed. The Lord was angry at this nation because of their sin. The prophet had a word from the Lord for Israel. 

This prophecy against Israel falls into four neat sections, each concluding with the words, ‘for all this His anger is not turned away, but his hand is stretched out still’ (9:12,17,21; 10:4). In each section the sin of the people is denounced and punishment announced. In categorising these sections Allan Harman does so in terms of the punishment- foreign invasion, defeat in battle, anarchy and captivity. We will keep this in mind but actually categorise the sections on the basis of the sins of the people and the nation. 

1. Arrogance

In the wake of a disaster the people declare, ‘we will rebuild’ (9:10). They will rebuild their homes, bigger and better than before. What the particular disaster was we are not told. It may have been the earthquake of Amos 1:1, or a war in which every building was destroyed and trees hacked down. ‘The bricks have fallen down, but we will rebuild with cut stones’ they said. ‘The fig trees are cut down but we will replace them with cedars’. Cedars are majestic trees prized for their timber.

What is wrong with a bold response to a disaster? Do we not praise men and women who get up and rebuild after a disaster? Should we not applaud this get up and go attitude? Yes and no! It is one thing to be positive, but another to be defiant and shake your fist at the disaster. Did you hear the woman in Christchurch, New Zealand, say, 'I am not going to let an earthquake stop my wedding’ (expletives removed). Her attitude is not that uncommon. 

The people in Israel were defiant. They were proud and arrogant (9:9). ‘Our homes have been destroyed but we will rebuild. We will not be defeated’. ‘Bring it on’ they say. They say this to God in effect. Family members may be lying crushed in the rubble, or injured in the street, and they say, ‘we will rebuild bigger and better’. Only fools shake their fist at God. Wise people fear God. They know that God’s fist is much bigger. They know that God can destroy us in an instant. In the midst of disaster wise people stop and listen to God. They realise that they are at the mercy of the Almighty. They humble themselves before the Lord and seek his help. 

‘Therefore the Lord shall … spur his enemies on’ (9:11). Because of the people’s arrogance and their defiant attitude God would afflict them further.  He would bring foreign armies to attack them. Assyria was the nation to be most feared at this time. It was Assyria that finally attacked Israel and wiped them out. They devoured Israel with an open mouth (9:12). ‘For all this His anger is not turned away’. The sovereign Lord has power over nature, and over the nations. He would use foreign powers, just as he might use earthquakes, to punish his people when they turned away from him. Those who turn from the Lord will not escape his punishment. 

2. Impenitence

Disasters brought the people down, but still they did not turn to the Lord. They picked themselves out of the dust and said defiantly, ‘we will fight on’. They had turned to other nations which had failed to help. They had no strength in themselves but still they would not repent and return to the Lord, who was actually the one crushing them. He was crushing them for this very purpose. 

The prodigal son of the parable came to his senses and returned to his father, but not these people. What about you? What do you do when the Lord afflicts you? Are you ready to repent and return to him if the affliction is because of your sin? 

I told someone the other day that many politicians in India had a criminal record. And then I read a report saying that the man convicted of killing a Christian during the Orissa persecution was granted bail on the grounds that he won the state assembly election in 2009.

Israelite society had become corrupt from top to bottom. The civil administration was corrupt. Pekah the king came to power by assassinating the previous king. His own rule of some twenty years came to an end when he was assassinated by Hoshea. ‘The leaders of Israel cause the people to err’, said the prophet (9:16). The religious leadership was also corrupt. They were probably colluding with the politicians. The prophets wanted to be popular and please everyone, so they told lies to please the rulers and the people (9:15). What hope was there for this nation which was corrupt in both head and tail? 

As was said earlier in this chapter, the people walked in darkness (9:5). Everyone was a hypocrite and evil doer- ‘every mouth speaks folly’ (9:17). One rotten apple spoils the whole barrel. A corrupt leader leads everyone astray. The trickle-down effect may be slow with matters of good, but is very fast when evil is concerned. Young men had been corrupted. Even widows and orphans, the poor and the oppressed were corrupted.  While the poor are special in the eyes of God they also have sinful hearts and can be very corrupt. 

How very important it is to have good leaders in society; good leadership in the government and good leadership in the church- and good leadership in the family. We need people who fear God, people who act justly, love mercy and walk humbly with God (Micah 6:8). Do you pray for leaders like this? Do you practice being a leader like this?

In one day the Lord would cut off the head and the tail from Israel (9:14). ‘For all this His anger is not turned away’ (9:17). If they did not turn to the Lord in repentance he would turn to them in anger and cut them off. In the context this probably refers to the end of the northern kingdom in 722BC.

3. Violence

Israel descended into anarchy. With widespread corruption came injustice and eventually revolt. Parts of India, including the region ruled by the murderer, are on the verge of anarchy. ‘Wickedness burns as fire’ (9:18). Corruption leads to conflagration. Corruption in the government of state, or church, or family, leads to unrest and infighting. Have you not seen pictures of parliaments where the members run to the middle throwing punches, chairs and other things? ‘There is no peace for the wicked’, says the Lord (Isa 48:22).

‘Manasseh shall devour Ephraim, and Ephraim Manasseh’ (9:21). These two tribes came from brothers, the only two sons of Joseph. Yet they would stoop to fighting and devouring each other because of sin. In the conflagration people will snatch food from widows and babies; they will even eat the flesh of their own arm- or as another translation says, ‘the flesh of their neighbour’ (9:20). Such will be the desperation of the people. Such will be the depravity of the nation.

The fire that rages because of corruption will be under the control of the Lord. Just as the Lord would bring foreign armies to attack them, so he would use internal strife to punish the people for their impenitence. Those who live by the sword will die by the sword. Those who dig a pit for their neighbour will fall into it themselves. And it will all be the Lord’s doing. ‘Through the wrath of the Lord Almighty the land will be burned up’ (9:19). ‘For all this His anger is not turned away, but his hand is stretched out still’.  

4. Oppression

The fourth section of this oracle against Israel addresses injustice and oppression. This injustice flowed from the law makers and the law courts. Even the judiciary was corrupt in the wicked nation. ‘Woe to those who make unjust laws, to those who issue oppressive decrees’ (10:1). Jesus told a parable about an unjust judge who did not fear God or regard man (Luke 18). The judge had no concern for the widow who came to him seeking justice. The parable may well have been based in reality in the time of Jesus. 

A wicked ruler will seek to silence church leaders. He will seek to bring corruption into the courts of the land. We see this in a number of nations today- just look at Zimbabwe. It is amazing how quickly a nation is brought down by a corrupt leader. Pray that our courts will not get corrupted. 

One of the first indications of corruption in a society is how the poor are treated, and how widows and orphans are cared for. It is the same in the church. Time and again Israel was condemned by God because of oppression of the poor (1:17, 23; 3:15). ‘You deprive the poor of their rights and withhold justice from the oppressed of my people’ (10: 2). 

Wickedness means selfishness. Wicked people care only for themselves. In their greed they target widows and orphans who cannot stand up against them. They can exploit the poor in their businesses. ‘Woe to you who are rich. The wages you failed to pay your workers and kept back by fraud cry out against you’ (James 5:4). Woe to you who oppress the poor because their cry for justice will reach the ears of God. The day of reckoning will surely come. God will vindicate his people. Isaiah poses three rhetorical questions to the oppressors (9:3). They will have no place to hide, and no one to help them on the day of divine judgment. 

What would the day of reckoning bring to Israel? Without God’s help they would be at the mercy of their enemies- and the Assyrians knew little about mercy. It would be a day of slaughter. Those not killed would be taken prisoner. They would cringe before their captors. They would be stripped and led off into captivity (10:4 cf. 2Kings 17:20). 

‘For all this His anger is not turned away, but His hand is stretched out still’ (10:4). The hand of the Lord is raised ready for judgment. One day soon His hand will fall and final judgment will be declared and executed. In the end justice will be done. In the end all who refuse to repent and turn to the Lord will be judged. The only way to escape divine judgment is to flee to the Saviour, to Jesus Christ the Son of God. ‘God is just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus’ (Rom 3:26).   

Arrogant Assyria judged                                                          Text: Isaiah 10:5-19
Joseph was a young man when his older brothers sold him as a slave. He was taken to a foreign country, far away from his family. He suffered abuse and imprisonment. But God was with Joseph and he gave him success. He became governor of Egypt. One day his brothers had to go to Egypt to buy food. They had to deal with Joseph. When he told them who he was they were afraid. But Joseph did not repay them for their evil. He said, ‘you meant evil against me but God meant it for good, in order to bring it about as it is this day, to save many people alive’ (Gen 50:20).

1. Brought by the Lord

The sovereign Lord rules over his creation. He rules over nature, and over the nations. He can use natural disasters to punish people, and he can use nations to punish people. He can bring one nation against another, even a pagan nation against his own people. This is exactly what he did in order to punish rebellious Israel. When the Assyrian army came to attack Israel it was the Lord’s doing. ‘I will send him against an ungodly nation and against the people of my wrath’ (10: 6).

Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz was the name Isaiah gave to his second son. The name meant, ‘speed the spoil, hasten the booty’. Assyria was the instrument God was going to use to seize the spoil and take the plunder from Israel. God warned his people that they would suffer at the hand of foreign nations when they turned away from him. They would be slaughtered and trodden down like the mire of the streets (10:6). Those who survived would be carried into exile as slaves. 

Despite the warning the people did not listen. They never thought a pagan nation would defeat them. ‘How could God allow such a thing?  We are the people of Almighty God’ they said. ‘What about God’s power and his glory?’ In their own disobedience and failure to obey the word of the Lord they did not show any concern for the honour and glory of God. 

Moreover, God would be glorified in that he was the one bringing this pagan nation to punish his people. God would punish the pagan nation also when they stepped out of line in performing the task he called them to do. God will be exalted among all the nations. He will be exalted in all the earth (Ps 46:10). 

‘Woe to Assyria, the rod of my anger and the staff in whose hand is my indignation’ (10:5). Assyria is later described as an axe in the hand of the Lord, and a saw in his hand (10:15). This world superpower with its invincible army was but an instrument in the hand of Almighty God. Why the woe? Because Assyria was not humble before the Lord; and because they went beyond the mandate he gave them. 

2. Boastful Assyria

‘The thinking of the Assyrians about their actions is false. They know something about their role as the agent of the living God’. When the Assyrian king Sennacherib came up against Jerusalem he claimed divine authorisation. “The Lord said to me, ‘go up against this land and destroy’” (36:10). His basis for such a claim is not clear but it may be that he heard about the prophecy of Isaiah. 

Whatever the reason, Assyria was held accountable by the Lord. The Lord called this mighty army to perform a task for him and he would hold them to account as his servants in this particular matter. Assyria boasted in their own prowess. The king took the glory to himself. He did not stop at what the Lord called him to do, in either degree or extent. It was in his heart to destroy. It was in his heart to destroy all the nations (10:7). He would make his commanders kings in all the nations. All the nations would pay tribute to the king of Assyria. 

The king would march from one place to the next, with no one would stop him. The towns mentioned in verse 9 are in a line from the NE to the SW, from Carchemish on the Euphrates River down to Samaria. From Damascus in Syria he would come further to crush Samaria in Israel.

When the Lord calls us as individuals, or as a group, to do a certain task we should be careful to stick to that task and not go beyond our brief. It is not uncommon for individuals in the church, or for groups within the church, to seek power and glory for themselves by speaking or writing on matters outside of their jurisdiction. 

In the days of Isaiah when an army conquered another nation it was understood that the gods of that nation were also conquered. Their gods were not as powerful as the gods of the victorious nation. This was not the case with Israel and Judah however. The God of Israel was the sovereign God of the universe. He was not weak. Rather, he was punishing his people for their rebellion.   

Jerusalem and Samaria were not impressive places when it came to outward religion (10:10). They did not have ornate idols like other nations. The God of Israel specifically prohibited the making of carved images. In their rebellion the people had set up shrines and were worshipping at these places. They wanted to be like other nations in having idols to worship, just as they wanted to be like other nations in having a king to lead them.

Christians in the early church met together to sing praises to God and to pray. Their worship was simple. They were accused of being atheists by the Romans because they did not worship idols. They were accused of some vile superstition. Over the centuries the church succumbed to such pressure and started putting carved images into the church.  Still today there is pressure to have some sort of object, a large object, a richly ornamented object, or an expensive object in the church to somehow symbolise the greatness, the magnificence or the richness of God. 

The king of Assyria planned to destroy Samaria and her idols and to do the same to Jerusalem and her idols (10:11). He had already made an initial foray into Samaria – ‘as I have done to Samaria and her idols’, he is quoted as saying. The final fall of the city did not come until 722BC. History tells us that he never actually entered Jerusalem to destroy her idols.

The arrogant, boasting heart of the king of Assyria speaks again in verses 13 and 14. His confidence in his own power is attested in extra-Biblical records. He took all glory to himself as he marched forward, robbing and killing in nation after nation. He pictures himself as robbing eggs from the nests of little birds. There was no opposition, not even a peep from his enemies. He robbed and killed with impunity - or so he thought. He was going to rule the world - or so he thought. 

3. Broken by God

Arrogant and haughty Assyria will in the end be punished by the Lord. The Lord would use Assyria to punish Israel, and then he would punish them for taking the glory to themselves. God will not give his glory to another. Assyria was but an instrument in the hand of Almighty God. They were like an axe in his hand. What power does an axe have without a man to swing it? How foolish for an axe to boast of its power, particularly against the man who chops with it (10:15). 

Assyria had no power apart from that given by God. God raises up one king and puts down another, as Daniel would later tell Nebuchadnezzar, the great king of Babylon (Dan 2:21). Even Satan cannot act without being allowed to do so by the Lord.  

‘Therefore the Lord, the Lord Almighty, will send a wasting disease upon his sturdy warriors’ (10:16). This may refer to the time when Sennacherib was king of Assyria. He sent his army to lay siege to Jerusalem in the time of King Hezekiah. Unlike Ahaz, Hezekiah prayed to the Lord to deliver Jerusalem from the Assyrians. When he did, the angel of the Lord went out and killed 185,000 Assyrian warriors. They went to bed but were dead in the morning. This is thought to have been some sort of plague. 

The Lord would also, ‘kindle a burning like the burning of a fire’ (10:16). Fire symbolises divine judgment. God’s judgment on Israel is spoken of as fire in briars and thorns (9:18). His judgment on Assyria is spoken of in similar language. ‘The Light of Israel will be for a fire and his Holy One for a flame’ (10: 17). 

The Light of Israel is a messianic term. The light will shine in the darkness and the people will walk in the light. A fire gives light and it also burns up. The Light of Israel will not only save but will also judge. God not only saves his people but judges his enemies. Thorns and briars will be consumed in one day (10:17). This may refer to the lower classes in society. From the least to the greatest, from the thorns to the forests and fruit trees, all will be devoured in the fire of divine judgment. The whole person, both body and soul will come under judgment. God rules over body and soul. ‘Do not fear him who can only kill the body’ said Jesus. ‘Fear him who is able to destroy both body and soul in hell’ (Mat 10:28). 

Even the greatest army on earth can be brought low by the Lord when men get sick and waste away. Not only did Sennacherib lose 185,000 men when the Lord stretched out his hand against him, but he also lost his own life when he went home and was assassinated (37:38). The once mighty and invincible Assyrian army would be drastically cut in number. They will be so few in number that a child could count them (10:19). This is what Isaiah prophesied for the mighty nation of Assyria. God would use them to punish his people, but when he had done this work through Assyria he would in turn punish them because of their boasting. 

‘Shall not the Judge of all the earth do right?’ said Abraham. He saw the Lord God judge the wicked cities of Sodom and Gomorrah, but save his nephew Lot from the destruction. God is sovereign in all the earth. We pray, ‘your will be done on earth as it is in heaven’. Do you believe God is doing his will on the earthy today? Do you believe that he can use disasters and even wars for his purposes? Do you believe that God is sovereign in your life, working ‘all things together for good to those who love him, to those who are called according to his purpose’ (Rom 8:28). 

Remnant of Israel                                                              Text: Isaiah 10:20-34
Extinction! Is this what awaited Israel, the people of God? The mighty king of Assyria was bearing down upon them. They faced slaughter not unlike that which recently threatened the city of Ben Ghazi in Libya. The Assyrian army was a ruthless and efficient war machine. The few prisoners they took were put in chains and deported (10:4). Would Israel survive this onslaught, or would the people of God be wiped out?

The prophet reminded the people that the Lord was in control. He was using this foreign army to punish them for their sin. The Assyrians could only advance as far as the Lord allowed. God would not allow his people to be wiped off the face of the earth. He would preserve a remnant who would return to him and be faithful to the Lord.  

1. Remnant remains

‘It shall come to pass in that day’ (10:20). The prophet is telling the people what will happen in the future. Israel was under threat from Assyria. They lived in great fear. They did not know what would happen to them. Would they be completely destroyed like other nations overrun by Assyria? The Lord told them what was going to happen.

There would be death and destruction. There would be great suffering. The people deserved to be punished because they had rebelled against God. They had gone after the treasures and the pleasures of the world. They had started oppressing the poor. They no longer trusted in the Lord when they needed help. Instead they looked to politicians and to pagan nations. The Lord would have been justified in wiping them out, but he graciously saved a few. A remnant would survive the judgment of God. 

A remnant would survive and they would be converted (10:20). There would be a spiritual cleansing in the nation. The survivors would return to the Lord and never again depend on political alliances or human resources. Relying on Assyria to protect them from Syria and Samaria was a terrible mistake. The Assyrians broke the treaty and turned upon the house of Jacob. 

Pagan men and nations look out for themselves. Allies can become enemies overnight. A recent documentary told of a secret non-aggression pact between Hitler and Stalin. Talk about making a pact with the devil! They agreed to divide Poland between them. That was in 1939. In 1940 Hitler ordered his forces to attack Russia. His ally had suddenly become his enemy. 

Israel learned the hard way of the danger of making a pact with the devil. They learned that the only one they could trust was the Lord, the Holy One of Israel. He alone is holy and true. He does not change. He is the only one you can depend on in this world- and in the next. God is truth. He does not lie or deceive. So much of politics is about deceit. The God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ does not deceive us.  We can take him at his word. We have his word and it does not change. 

The Holy One of Israel is also the Almighty God who is powerful to save. What he says he will do. When Hezekiah prayed for help the Lord answered by sending the angel of death through the Assyrian camp (37:36). Why did the people not trust in the Lord before this? Looking back, the remnant no doubt realized their folly. They were ashamed. They were penitent and resolved never to trust in anyone but the Lord. 

2. Remnant returns  

‘The remnant will return’ (10:21). In Hebrew this reads, ‘Shear Jashub’, which you will recall was the name Isaiah gave his first son (7:3). The idea of a remnant was introduced in the first chapter of this book (1:9). It continues throughout the book. We are continually reminded that the Lord preserves a remnant who will worship him and bear witness to his name. This remnant reminds us of God’s judgment, and of his grace. 

Sodom and Gomorrah were judged and destroyed (1:9). Only Lot and his two daughters survived. When the children of Israel rebelled against the Lord by making a golden calf the Lord was very angry with them. He was ready to wipe them out and start again with just Moses (Exod 32:10). God is holy. He cannot look upon sin. His wrath will be revealed against all ungodliness and wickedness of men (Rom 1:18). Of course we could look right back to the days of Noah and see God’s judgment upon sin and his preservation of a remnant in the person of Noah and his family. 

God continues to preserve a remnant. The church has continued to suffer afflictions down through history, and even today. Often it has been the Lord punishing his people for their sin. Often it is the Lord cleansing his church, making his people holy and faithful in their worship. At times it seems as if the church will be wiped out, but God preserves a faithful remnant. The church of God will prevail even though it may be few in number. The Lord looks first and foremost for faithfulness, not fullness in the church.

The remnant would return. They will return to the Lord; they will trust in the Lord alone and worship him alone, as we have seen. But it is also true that they would return to the land from exile. Leupold writes regarding this remnant, ‘the first emphasis seems to be on repentance, the second on the hope of return from captivity that inevitably will come’. God’s judgment included scattering his people among the nations. They would go into exile and after a time set by the Lord a remnant would return to the holy land. 

God promised Abraham that his descendants would be as the sand of the sea. His descendants though Isaac and Jacob had become a great nation. But what would become of this nation? Isaiah prophesied slaughter and captivity (10:4). This would be the Lord’s doing. It would be, ‘destruction decreed … with righteousness’ (10:22). It would be destruction ‘in the midst of all the land’ or ‘in the midst of the whole earth’. What the Lord was doing at this time was ‘part of his vast plan which is world-wide in scope’.

On that note we can turn to Romans 9 where the apostle Paul specifically refers to these verses. He does so in the context of, ‘they are not all Israel who are of Israel’ (Rom 9:6). The apostle calls Abraham the father of all who are of the faith (Rom 4:16). All who believe in Jesus, both Jew and Gentile can call Abraham their father. In the remnant spoken of by Isaiah we have ‘the thought of an Israel within Israel’, according to Harman. In the remnant we see salvation by grace, not by the law or by inheritance.  

3. Removal of yoke

‘It shall come to pass in that day’ (10:27). Isaiah tells what will happen in the future with regard to the Assyrian nation. He does so in order to reassure his own people. ‘O my people who dwell in Zion, do not be afraid of the Assyrians’ (10:24). Intimacy and love are expressed in these words. By these words the Lord was comforting his people, his covenant people Israel. He did not speak hollow words saying, ‘do not worry, everything will be okay’. He spoke the truth, even as he comforted his people. Let us take wisdom from the very source of wisdom with regard to counselling and comforting ourselves or others.

‘He shall strike you with a rod’ (10:24). The people would suffer for a little while at the hand of Assyria, but the Lord would soon withdraw his wrath. The Assyrian attack would come to an end. A comparison is made with the time when the people were slaves in Egypt (10:24, 26). They suffered cruel blows from the rods of their taskmasters in Egypt. But the Lord saved them from this suffering. Ironically it was by lifting up his rod over the sea that Moses saved God’s people, and destroyed the Egyptians. A comparison is also made with Gideon’s slaughter of the Midianite leaders at the rock of Obed. Oppression by the Midianites came to an end that day (10:26; Judges 7:25).

In a similar way the Lord will bring about the downfall of Assyria and deliver his people from oppression (10:26). The Lord assures his people that the yoke will be removed. Being under a yoke indicates slavery or oppression; it signifies bondage. ‘It will come to pass in that day’, said Isaiah, that the yoke of Assyria will be lifted from your neck (10:27). The ‘oil’ mentioned in this verse could be translated ‘fat’. The idea may be that a fat or sturdy animal can burst out of its yoke. In that day the burden will be taken away and the people of God will be free. The apostle Paul refers to the law as a yoke of bondage (Gal 5:1). The Messiah will set his people free from this yoke. Christ has made us free because Christ is the end of the law (Rom 10:4). Grace and truth came through Jesus Christ the Son of God. 

The rapid advance of the Assyrian army is described in a fast moving poem in verse 28-32. Some of the place names are familiar to us. The places lie to the north of Jerusalem, at a distance of less than 40km. The army moves swiftly until it is on the outskirts of the city. Nob is thought to be Mt Scopus which is in sight of the city, and now part of Jerusalem. From Nob the foreigner shakes his fist at Jerusalem. He was about to capture the city, but that was as far as he got. 

‘Behold the Lord will lop off the bough with power… and the haughty will be humbled’ (10:33). Assyria had become too big for his boots. He would be cut down to size by the Lord. The language of cutting down trees in a forest is used by the prophet to describe the fall of the Assyrian army. ‘Behold the Lord, the Lord of hosts’. Israel took their eyes off the Lord. In doing so they began to fear. They became afraid of the nations around them, forgetting that their God is the Almighty Creator and Ruler of heaven and earth. Assyria did not behold the Lord but grew arrogant and haughty. 

Do you behold the Lord? If you are afraid and fear what man can do to you, you need to refocus upon the Lord. Remember what will happen in the end to those who trust in their wealth and human power, to those who become arrogant and haughty and fail to acknowledge God. They will be cut down. One day all people will bow the knee to Jesus Christ, King of kings and Lord of lords, to the glory of God the Father.  

Shoot of Jesse                                                                                Text: Isaiah 11:1-9
When some trees are cut down that is it- they die. We have a couple of stumps around our buildings here, the remains of trees that have been cut down. When other trees, such as gum trees, are cut down shoots soon appear from the stump. The shoot can grow into another tree sitting on the stump of the old tree.  

Isaiah used trees as images in his prophecies. The Assyrians were proud and haughty, like tall trees, trees of Lebanon. The Lord’s judgment was pictured as him cutting down these tall trees. ‘Lebanon will fall by the Mighty One’ (10:34). They would fall and not regrow. That is how the previous chapter ended. 

1. Shoot from Jesse

‘There shall come forth a rod/shoot from the stem/stump of Jesse, and a branch will grow from his roots’ (11:1). The prophet’s message to King Ahaz in chapter 7 ended with the promise of a child called Emmanuel (7:14). His message to Judah about the Assyrian invasion ended with the promise of a child being born, a child ruler (9:6). So here his message to Israel about a remnant being saved also ends with the promise of offspring – ‘and a little child shall lead them’ (11:6).  

God will preserve a remnant who will trust in the Lord and be faithful to him. The Assyrians and Babylonians would cut them down literally but the Lord would preserve a few. His people would not be completely wiped out. A stump would remain and ‘so the holy seed shall be its stump’, as Isaiah was told at his commissioning (6:13). The preservation of a remnant was vital, not just for the preservation of the people of God. It was vital because from this people, from the line of Jesse, would come the Messiah. The coming of Messiah was vital not just for the Jews but for the whole world. Messiah would reveal the glory and grace of God.  

Jesse was the father of David. David was not the first but he was the greatest king of Israel. He conquered all his enemies and established the borders of the land. God made a special covenant with David promising his kingdom would be an everlasting kingdom (2Sam 7:16). A descendant of David would always be on the throne of Israel. 

Within the remnant there would be someone in the line of David until this promise was fulfilled. So it was that some 2000 years ago this descendant appeared. In the little-known town of Nazareth was a poor man called Joseph, betrothed to a poor girl called Mary. The stump remained, unnoticed by the world but most precious in the sight of God. The father of Jesus of Nazareth, as it was thought, was Joseph, a descendant of David. Jesus, called the Messiah/Christ, was ‘born of the seed of David according to the flesh and declared to be the Son of God with power according to the Spirit of holiness, by the resurrection from the dead’ (Rom 1:3-4).  

2. Spirit of the Lord 

It was not just by royal birth that this ‘seed’ would be fitted for office. Many in the line of David were completely unfit for office. Isaiah had to deal with wicked Ahaz. After him came Hezekiah, and then his son Manasseh, arguably the most wicked king of all. This shoot of Jesse would be equipped by special anointing of the Holy Spirit. ‘The Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him’ (11:2). It will not be a temporary anointing; it will be permanent. John the Baptist saw the Spirit of God come down on Jesus at his baptism (Mat 3:16). 

Isaiah explains just how this descendant of David will be equipped. He describes various features of the Spirit of the Lord. Firstly, the Spirit is of wisdom and understanding. David’s son Solomon was given the Spirit of wisdom but this was not permanent. He did not show much wisdom in taking so many foreign wives. 

Wisdom necessitated understanding. This Spirit gives full understanding of every situation, and the ability to decide what is right. ‘This might be regarded as the ability to solve problems’. Wisdom from above is a great treasure. We see this with Solomon and the two women with the baby. We see it with Jesus time and again. The Jews tried to trick him with their wisdom but they were no match for divine wisdom - remember the incident with the Roman coin. The Spirit of wisdom gives the Messiah profound wisdom and perfect understanding.     

Secondly, ‘the Spirit of counsel and might’ (11:2). The child ruler of 9:6 was called, among other things, wonderful counsellor, mighty God. The kings of Israel got into great trouble because of poor counsel. They did not trust in God and obey him. Good counsel must be grounded in the word of God.  Good counsel must have an understanding of the will of God. 

Jesus walked in this world with a clear understanding of the Father’s will for him. He said, ‘I do not seek my own will but the will of the Father who sent me’ (John 5:30). Jesus prayed, ‘not my will but yours be done’. He understood and he walked in the will of the Father. With the Spirit of counsel and might he would do the will of God.  Nothing could or would stop him from fulfilling God’s will. 

Thirdly, the Spirit of knowledge and fear would rest upon the ‘shoot’- that is knowledge and fear of the Lord (11:2). ‘They shall all know me from the least to the greatest of them’. This was the promise of the new covenant. ‘I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts; I will be their God and they shall be my people’ (Jer 31:34, 33). How wonderful it is to know the Lord. Do you know this wonder of the new covenant?

The beginning of knowledge and wisdom is the fear of the Lord. Those who fear the Lord and walk according to his commands with all humility are those who will be blessed, and who will be a blessing to others. This ‘branch’ growing from the stump of Jesse would be such a ruler. He would ‘delight in the fear of the Lord’ (11:3). ‘Knowledge of Yahweh (the Lord) reaches deep’ writes Leupold. “It means quite a bit more than insight into the nature and attributes of the Lord. It involves an embracing love that takes hold of the one known, refusing to let him go - as Hosea (2:20) said, ‘I will betroth you to me in faithfulness and you shall know the Lord’. The deep tap root of the ruler’s character is reverence for God and humility”. 

This same commentator goes on to say, ‘All thinking and all action will be in total submission to the divine will of him who commissioned this ruler to act for him. Such yielding of his own will to the higher demands will not be burdensome and unpleasant but rather a matter of sheer delight. The verb used implies that the attribute constitutes the very air that the person involved breathes’.

What does Jesus tell us about his desires and the plans he had for his life? We just saw this in John 5:30. He was fully focused on doing the will of his Father in heaven. ‘I can do nothing of myself. As I hear I judge and my judgment is righteous’ said Jesus. It was righteous because it was of God. He was doing what he saw his Father doing. He was living to please his Father.

You and I have not been with the Father in heaven to see what he does, but we have seen what his Son, Jesus Christ did when he was on earth. Are you seeking to do the will of him who called you out of darkness into the light? Do you want to know more and more about Jesus, and to walk in the way of Jesus? ‘I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of his suffering, being conformed to death’ (Phil 3:10). This is how the apostle Paul lived. Do you understand what he was talking about? Is your thinking being transformed into the thinking of Christ?  We have the mind of Christ. 

3. Perfect ruler

The Messiah spoken of in these verses would be the perfect ruler. His judgment and power would be greater than David or Solomon or any other king. He would see beyond outward things. He would not depend upon what he saw with his eyes or heard with his ears. His judgment would be based upon truth; truth that people keep hidden in their hearts. 

Human rulers often ignore the plight of the poor. Injustice is first seen in the way the poor are treated. This perfect ruler will do what is right and ‘decide with equity for the meek of the earth’ (11:4). We applaud human rights advocates who seek justice for the poor in this world. But no one did more for the poor than Jesus. He always spoke and acted righteously; condemning the oppressor and setting free the oppressed. 

‘He shall strike the earth (or earthly minded) with the rod of his mouth and with the breath of his lips he shall slay the wicked’ (11:4). Jesus not only said things, he did what he said. His word is a word of power. He was filled with the Spirit of counsel and power. He makes no mistake in his judgment, and no one can stop him carrying out that judgment. ‘He will slay the wicked’ (11:4). 

Righteousness and faithfulness will be belts around his waist (11:5). Messiah would step forth on this earth ready for battle, the battle for truth and righteousness. He would step forth to faithfully do the will of the Father. Satan tried to stop him. Wicked men tried to stop him. In the end they nailed him to the cross. They thought they had won, but Jesus rose from the dead on the third day. In doing so he defeated his enemies. He defeated death itself which came into this world because of sin. 

4. Perfect harmony

In verses 6-9 we have a picture of the whole creation - or animate creation. It is not a picture of what we see now but of what will come about through the Messiah. It is a vivid picture of peace and harmony among all creatures. A lion eating straw with the cow is hard to imagine (11:7), as is a child playing by the hole of a vicious, poisonous snake like the cobra. 

Is this also a picture of creation before the Fall? The Bible says that all creation was affected by the sin of man and that it will be ‘delivered from the bondage of corruption into the glorious liberty of the children of God’ (Rom 8:21). The picture given by Isaiah is certainly one of liberty for those creatures that are oppressed. It is an idyllic picture of perfect harmony in the creation. 

‘They shall not hurt nor destroy in all my holy mountain’ (11:9). The words of this verse are found in Isaiah 65:25 and also Habakkuk 2:14. ‘The earth shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea’. The creation that now groans in the pains of child birth will transformed into a place of peace and tranquility, and it will be the doing of the Lord. 

It will be the doing of the Lord through Messiah. All this will come about because of the cross. The cross is where God made peace with his people. ‘But the cross was marked by suffering and death’ you say. This is true, but it was God suffering and dying so that we might not suffer the consequences of sin. Because of the cross we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.  

Root of Jesse                                                                       Text: Isaiah 11:10-16
From the shoot of Jesse we move to the root of Jesse in the second half of this chapter, but the prophet is speaking about the same person. ‘I am the root and offspring of David, the bright and morning star’ (Rev 22: 16). Jesus knew this prophecy was about him. He was the offspring of Jesse and David referred to by Isaiah. Jesus was the shoot upon whom the Spirit of the Lord came to rest. He was the shoot who would be the perfect ruler of the people of God. He was the root who would be like a banner to the nations, drawing to himself the chosen people of God. 

Why this particular reference to a root of Jesse? What is the significance of this image? When we talk about our heritage we talk about our roots.  To us the image of a root seems more appropriate than a shoot.  But roots and shoots belong together. A shoot cannot exist without a root and vice versa. 

1. Banner

While the shoot and the root refer to the one person it is interesting that the root is linked to the idea of a banner or sign. The Hebrew word for ‘banner’ is used of a flag under which troops assemble for battle. The leader would lift up the flag of his nation or his party and lead his troops into battle. Isaiah personifies the banner as being Messiah himself. 

Jesus spoke of being lifted up. He would be lifted up and so draw all people to himself (John 12:32) – meaning all people without distinction, not all people without exception. He compared this lifting up to the time when Moses lifted up the snake in the wilderness (John 3:14). The snakes were biting the people and they were dying. The Lord told Moses to make a bronze snake and to lift it up. Those who looked to this snake would be saved from death. Jesus was lifted up on the cross, the ‘cursed tree’, and those who look to him are saved. 

We might see a parallel to the shoot and the root in the cross and the resurrection of Jesus Christ. The shoot reminds us of the cross, while the root reminds us of the empty tomb. We look to Christ hanging on the cursed tree bearing the punishment for our sin. In the cross we see the justice of God; we see his wrath upon sin being satisfied by the death of his own beloved Son. 

In the empty tomb we see the victory over death that was won by the same Jesus Christ. It was there below the earth, there in the cold, dark tomb that Almighty God performed his mighty work. Jesus Christ was raised from the dead by the power of God. He burst out of the tomb to again walk in this world – the one who was crucified, dead and buried. Shortly after the resurrection he was taken up into the clouds and returned to heaven. High and lifted up he stands as a banner to all the world. 

2. Gentiles

‘For the Gentiles shall seek him’ (11:10). In that day the Gentiles shall seek him. This banner will be a sign to all the nations. All the nations will see and know that Jesus Christ is Lord of all the earth. The root of David in Revelation 22 is also ‘the bright and morning star’. The call goes out to come. ‘Let him who thirsts come. Whoever desires let him take of the water of life freely’ (Rev 22:17). 

Salvation is found in no one else. ‘There is no other name given under heaven among men by which we must be saved’ (Acts 4:12). Although Messiah came from the root of David he did not only come to save the Jews. He came to be the Saviour of the whole world (1John 2:2).

The root of David is also the judge of the whole world. ‘Behold the Lion of the tribe of Judah; the root of David has prevailed to open the scroll’ (Rev 5:5). The scroll is the book of divine judgments. Jesus came as the Saviour of the world. He is coming as the judge of the world. Salvation and judgment have been assigned to the Messiah, the root of David. Salvation and judgment for Gentiles as well as Jews; for all nations and not just Israel.  

3. Jews

Isaiah was prophesying in the first instance to the Jews. He spoke to a nation that was divided, a nation that was rebelling against God by worshipping idols and oppressing the poor. He warned them of the coming judgment of God, a judgment that would involve death and destruction for many, and captivity for those who remained. At the same time as he told them about this destruction under an invading army, he told how God would preserve a remnant for himself. After being taken into exile, this remnant would one day return. The Lord would ‘recover the remnant of his people who are left’ (11:11). This would ‘come to pass in that day’. 

‘The Lord will set his hand a second time’ (11:11). What does he mean by ‘a second time’? The first time was most probably in Egypt from where the Lord gathered his people and led them all the way to the Promised Land. With his outstretched arm he brought his chosen people out of bondage in Egypt. He parted the Red Sea and they crossed over on dry land. As he closed the sea he destroyed Pharaoh and his army. The Lord saved his people and he judged his enemies at the same time. Moses, like David, was a great leader who pointed forward to Christ. 

Isaiah told how Israel would be scattered to the four corners of the earth because to their sin. This was about to happen with the Assyrian and then Babylonian invasions. The countries of Ephraim/Israel and Judah would be wiped out, with only a remnant being saved. But in that day the Lord will ‘gather those of Israel who were cast out. He will gather the dispersed of Judah’ (11:12). They will come from far and wide to the banner who is the root of David. Different countries are listed by Isaiah, including Egypt and surrounds, as well as Assyria and surrounds, and even the islands of the sea (11:11).

This does not point forward, as some think, to a literal gathering of all the Jews in Jerusalem. For one thing the gathering is to the Messiah; there is no mention of Jerusalem here. For another, if there is to be a gathering in Jerusalem in the last day it must include Gentiles. Yet there are people who believe that there will be a literal gathering of Jews to Jerusalem before Jesus comes again. They believe that all Christians will become Jews and start sacrificing animals in the temple in Jerusalem. 

Isaiah spoke of a reunited Israel. ‘Ephraim shall not envy Judah and Judah shall not harass Ephraim’ (11:13). Actually, it was Ephraim harassing Judah at the time when Isaiah was prophesying. The division of Israel after the death of Solomon was bitter and painful. The two brothers, as it were, were always fighting one another.  

This division continued into the time of Jesus. He was asked about the right place to worship by a Samaritan woman (John 4). He told her the hour is coming when worship would not be bound to Jerusalem or Mt Gerizim. God is Spirit. He is not confined to any earthly place or institution. He must be worshipped in Spirit and truth. Is this not what Isaiah was alluding to in this passage? One Lord, one Spirit and one faith. No longer Jew and Gentile. Jesus is Lord and he is the focus of all true worship. 

3. Enemies destroyed

Salvation and judgment. God will save his people and destroy his enemies. He did it at the Red Sea, and he will do it again. Enemies to the west (Philistines) and to the east of the land will be plundered. Isaiah spoke of the Lord shaking his fist over the Euphrates River and dividing it into seven streams so men could cross over in their sandals. (11:15). ‘There will be a highway for the remnant of his people’ (11:16).  

Some years ago, when Iran went to war with Iraq, a Christian friend told how this prophecy was being fulfilled and that the coming of the Lord was near. I am not sure how he understands the passage today. If we look at Rev 16:12 we find similar words stating that the Euphrates will be dried up in preparation for the kings of the east. The book of Revelation is full of symbolism.  

‘The Lord will set his hand a second time’ (11:11). If the first time was the exodus from Egypt, when will the second time be? Isaiah spoke of the exiles returning from many different nations. Has this happened yet? History gives no details of a return from Assyrian exile. Cyrus, king of Persia, opened the way for the Babylonian exiles to return. But the ingathering to the root of Jesse, the gathering of Gentiles as well as Jews, points to a greater ingathering than this. 

The day is coming when the Lord will gather his flock, his flock of chosen ones, his flock of men and women, and boys and girls who believe in the Lord Jesus Christ. Are you looking forward to that day? Are you looking even now to the One who was lifted up on the cross for you, the One who died in your place? Are you looking to the One who is now exalted to the right hand of God and ready to come again? 

The tomb is empty. Jesus is risen from the dead. Jesus lives and reigns today. He will return at any time. He will return at the head of an army of angels to gather the elect from the four winds, from one end of heaven to the other (Mat 24:31).      

Psalm of praise                                                                              Text: Isaiah 12
The so-called ‘book of Immanuel’ began with Isaiah telling Ahaz, king of Judah, that ‘the Lord will bring the king of Assyria upon you and your people’ (7:17). Assyria would first invade Israel. Many would be slaughtered and those who remained would be taken into captivity. The Lord was angry with his people because of their sin and his hand of judgment was upon them. ‘For all this his anger was not turned away but his hand is stretched out still’ (9:12, 17). Here in the closing chapter of the book of Immanuel we read, ‘your anger is turned away and you comfort me’ (12:1). 

This chapter is a song or psalm of praise. It was common for the people of old to break out in songs of praise following a great deliverance. At the Red Sea they saw God's great power in saving them from the hand of Pharaoh.  After they had crossed over, Moses led them in a song of praise to the Lord. Miriam led the women in dancing and singing to the Lord. ‘Sing to the Lord for he has triumphed gloriously, the horse and its rider he has thrown into the sea’ (Exod 15:21). We find elements of both these songs in this song written by Isaiah. 

The interesting thing about this psalm is that he wrote it long before the anger of the Lord was turned away and the people were delivered from captivity. He was writing around 735BC. Israel was finally overrun by Assyria, and the people exiled, in 722BC. If the southern kingdom of Judah is included in this prophecy, as seems to be the case, then we move forward to the Babylonian exile of 586BC. Return from that exile was 70 years later.

Scholars in the past have tried to convince everyone that Isaiah could not have written about the future, but we know that as a prophet of God Isaiah declared the plans of God well into the future, and indeed to the end of the world. Isaiah was quite capable of writing a psalm. He would have been familiar with the Psalms that the people sang in worshipping God, the same Psalms that we sing today. 

This psalm of praise falls into two sections, both beginning with the words, ‘in that day you will say’ (12:1,4). There is a difference in that the first ‘you’ is singular and the second ‘you’ plural. The first section is more of an individual expression of thanks for the comfort received from God. The second is a call to the nation to declare to the world the great works of their God, who is in truth the God of the whole world. These elements are found in many of the psalms. When David was convicted of adultery he prayed for mercy and deliverance. He promised to loudly praise God when he was delivered. Many psalms end on the note of praise that is to be heard throughout the nation and into all nations.   

1. Comfort my people 
The Lord was angry with his people and rightly so. It was righteous anger because they were disobedient to the covenant commands. They turned away from the Lord to worship idols. They broke the first commandment. They also broke the second commandment by turning away from their neighbour. Instead of helping widows and orphans and those who were poor they oppressed them and denied them justice. As they turned away from God they turned away from the poor- as always happens. And as they turned away from the Lord, the Lord turned toward them in his anger. His final punishment for those who remained alive was exile in a foreign land. 

This remnant eventually realized why they were refugees in a foreign land.  They eventually understood why they were suffering. They were being punished by God for their sin. They had provoked the Lord to anger (1:4). It was not that they had stopped worshipping God altogether, but their worship became corrupted.  

They kept all the rituals. They made lots of sacrifices, but their hearts were far from God (1:11). They had become worldly, trusting in their riches and in their own strength. They did not care about justice or helping the poor. They went along with the culture of materialism and prosperity. Now in poverty themselves they realized how foolish and how sinful they had been. Now in a strange land they wanted to worship God in the way that he demanded (Ps 137).

The Lord or Yahweh is a covenant God, a God who makes a covenant with his chosen people, and keeps that covenant with them. Under the terms of that covenant when they disobeyed his commands they would be punished. The Lord would bring a nation against them from afar and scatter them from one end of the earth to the other (Deut 28:49,64). 

When the exiles returned from Babylon, Ezra the priest read to them from the Book of the Law of Moses, most probably the book of Deuteronomy. Maybe it was it was in reading this book that the exiles came to realise why they were in exile. In former days they were probably too busy making money to read the Scriptures. In captivity they had lots of time to read and to meditate on the word of God. When Chuck Colson was sent to prison he had lots of time to read the Bible. Others tell of reading the Bible when they were in hospital or in a wheel chair. Many can testify like these people of old that in reading the Bible they were greatly comforted.

‘Behold, God is my salvation’ (12:2). Nothing can be more comforting than to know the Lord. In times of trouble it is a great comfort just to know God is there watching over us. It is a great comfort to know that he hears us when we pray to him. God is actually pleased when we turn to him in prayer. Our problem is that in good times we tend to forget the Lord. Moses told the people as they were about to enter the Promised Land, ‘beware, lest you forget the Lord who brought you out of the land of Egypt, from the house of bondage’ (Deut 6:12). They would find nice houses and rich land with fruitful tree and vines. In enjoying the good life they might forget the Lord.  

Have you become too busy to read the Bible, or too tired to go to worship. People today find all manner of things to do when they should be in the house of God. The problem comes when some trouble hits them. They are out of the touch with the Lord. They have forgotten how to pray, and how to read the Bible. They find it strange to go to church. They spiral downwards in life, desperately trying to pick themselves up. It may not be until they hit rock bottom that they cry to the Lord for mercy. 

The Psalmist envied wicked people who enjoyed all the treasures and pleasures of the world. ‘My feet almost slipped’ he said- until he went into the sanctuary of God. There he understood their end (Ps 73: 17). This was the turning point for him. He was way down in the depths and slipping down further until he went to the house of God. There he was reminded of what happens to the wicked. There he was reminded that in the Lord he had salvation. He returned to the Lord who was ‘the strength of his heart and his portion forever’ (Ps 73:26).  

In that day the exiles would sing, ‘Behold, God is my salvation’. ‘Yah’, which is short for ‘Yahweh’, is sometimes used in Hebrew poetry. In fact ‘Lord’ in capitals is actually ‘Yahweh’ in Hebrew. ‘The Lord is my strength and my song’. The people finally realized that only God could save them. They could not save themselves, nor could they buy help from others.

Note how many times ‘salvation’ is mentioned in this song; God is my salvation. God’s salvation is likened to a deep well, a well fed by a spring. It is a well that never runs dry. People living in a dry land understood that water means life. God is like a well from which we draw life. Jesus said, 'If anyone thirsts let him come to me and drink'. ‘The water that I give will become in him a fountain of water springing up to everlasting life’ (John 7:37, 4:14). 

2. Confess His name

‘Praise the Lord; call upon his name’ (12:4). The Hebrew verb translated ‘call’ can also mean ‘proclaim’ to give the reading ‘proclaim his name’. Luther translated this phrase as ‘preach his name’ (in German). In the next line we read, ‘declare his deeds among the peoples’ (12:4). The people whose hearts were comforted and who knew the joy of salvation were called to openly confess his holy name.  

This is something we find in many Psalms; for example Psalm 96 and 98. Knowledge of the true God is not something to keep to ourselves. The truth is to be made known to all the nations. Commentators refer to this section of the song as a ‘missionary vision’ or ‘OT evangelism’. In the OT the people of God were not sent out in the manner of the Great Commission given by Jesus in Matthew 28:19- although Jonah was sent to a heathen nation.

Yet in the exile we see God’s people in a foreign land with the opportunity to witness to heathens. Daniel’s works, and his words, were a witness to the pagans of Babylon. What Isaiah calls the people to do in this section is to give all the glory to God, and to do so openly and enthusiastically. ‘Sing to the Lord for he has done excellent things; this is known in all the earth’ (12:4). These words are the same as used by Miriam in Exodus 15.

The mighty works of the Lord are to be made known in all the earth. The Lord is a great God; he is the God of all the earth, the God of creation, the God of redemption and the God of judgment. Let us exalt his name together. Let us sing Psalms to him and rejoice. Are you going to open your mouth and sing louder in praising God? Imagine if this church building had glass walls and people could look in at us worshipping the Lord. Would they be impressed by your enthusiastic and joyous crying out and shouting praises to God (12:6)?

‘Make mention that his name is exalted’ (12; 4). Are you going to acknowledge the Lord in all your ways? That means giving thanks and glory to God when you are blessed. You have received both physical and spiritual blessing from the Lord. Do not forget the Lord in good times or bad, but give him thanks and praise always- and in all places. Praise him in your home and in your work place, as well as in the church.  

Judgment of Babylon                                                                     Text: Isaiah 13
The leader of the largest terrorist network in the world is dead. The man responsible of the murder of thousands of innocent people is dead. Arguments about justice being done, and being seen to be done, will continue. Human justice will always be clouded by sin. It will never be perfect. But God is just and his justice is perfect. 

'Shall not the judge of all the earth do right' said Abraham. Abraham was about to witness God’s judgment on the wicked inhabitants of Sodom and Gomorrah. These cities were totally destroyed, but not before God saved righteous Lot. The inhabitants of Judah and Jerusalem were the people of God but they had turned away from God, provoking him to anger. They would become like Sodom and Gomorrah, except that the Lord preserved a remnant (1:9). God’s judgment would not stop with Israel and Judah. His judgment would extend to all the nations. Babylon, the world superpower of the future, would be judged by God. It would become like Sodom and Gomorrah (13:19). 

We come to a new section in the book of Isaiah- chapters 13 to 23. It is another vision seen by Isaiah the son of Amoz. The whole book was introduced with this title. Then in chapter 2 Isaiah, the son of Amoz, received a word concerning Judah and Jerusalem. Now he receives a message about Babylon and other Gentile nations, including Philistia, Moab, Damascus and Egypt. 

God is sovereign over all the nations. He uses them to fulfil his purposes. He punishes them for their sin, especially their pride and arrogance. Yet Isaiah is writing of this to the people of God. If God will judge the nations he will judge his own people also - God is just. Judgment begins in the house of God. We must remember this solemn truth. But it does not end in the house of God. We are comforted by this truth and we proclaim it to the whole world.

1. Gather the troops 
‘The burden against Babylon’ (13:1). The word ‘burden’ may seem strange in this sentence. Some translate the Hebrew word as ‘oracle’, but it actually means ‘to carry’ or ‘to lift up’.  The oracle is one of condemnation. The prophet has the solemn task of declaring God’s judgment upon Babylon. 

It may also seem strange to be talking about Babylon when it has not yet come to power. Assyria was the superpower threatening Israel and Judah in Isaiah’s day. Babylon would not become a superpower for another 100 years. The fall of Babylon would not occur for almost 100 years after that. Jeremiah prophesied much closer to the time of Babylon’s rise to power and their destruction of Jerusalem. He also spoke of the Lord judging Babylon because of her pride (Jer 50:29). 

In poetic language Isaiah spoke of the Lord gathering a mighty army. ‘Lift up a banner on the high mountain’ (13: 2). This banner, along with a loud shout and the waving of arms, pictures the calling of troops for battle. In early days Israel did not have a standing army. The soldiers were like reservists who raced to assemble when the cry went out. They raced into battle in what was holy war. God was their leader. They went into battle to serve their King and their God. 

Isaiah saw the Lord gathering his men for battle. They were going to ‘enter the gates of the nobles’ (13:2). This may refer to the gates of Babylon. This prophecy, like many others, is not always specific. We are not told the specifics until verse 17 with the mention of the Medes being stirred up against Babylon. 

As just mentioned, this is holy war. This is the Lord gathering an army of ‘holy ones’, not necessarily the people of Israel, to carry out divine judgment. A people or nation has provoked the Lord to anger. He commands his ‘sanctified ones’ to carry out his judgment upon this nation.   

Isaiah speaks of this gathering of troops as already taking place. He can hear the noise of warriors from many nations assembling for battle (13:4). He hears the Lord of hosts mustering his army for battle. The Lord of hosts is the leader of an army that goes forth to execute righteousness and justice in the earth. He will gather his troops from all parts of the world and equip them for the mission of divine judgment. They will not fail in this task – it is the Lord’s army. 

2. Day of the Lord

You are probably more familiar with Matthew chapter 24 than with this chapter of Isaiah. In Matthew 24 Jesus speaks to his disciples about the end of the age. He was speaking about the temple and its destruction in AD70. At the same time he spoke about the end of the age saying there will be wars and rumours of wars and great lawlessness. There will be famines and earthquakes across the world. 

We see a similar method of teaching here in Isaiah. Woven into the prophecy about the destruction of Babylon is teaching about the Day of the Lord. Is this the reason for avoiding specifics at this point in the prophecy? In Scripture the name Babylon became a symbol for the ungodly nations of the world or the forces of evil opposing God (Rev 18).  

Isaiah turns from the Lord’s army to the people of his anger in verse 6. ‘Wail for the day of the Lord is at hand’ (13:6). ‘El Shaddai’, the Almighty, will come to destroy his enemies. Their hearts will be filled with terrible fear. Once mighty kings and nobles will become like women in childbirth (13: 8). In great distress and pain they will scream for help. ‘Sheer terror will stare forth from every face when one man beholds another’.

‘Thought of the final judgment blends in this description with thoughts of the immediate destruction of Babylon’. This is what we see in verse 9 and following. The day of the Lord is referred to again. This time the destruction extends to the world. ‘I will punish the world for its evil’ (13:11). God is now speaking directly, saying he will stop the arrogant in their tracks. Men and women who march proudly forward, trampling on the poor and needy and thumbing their noses at God will be brought low, very  low, on the Day of the Lord. 

God will come with great and awesome power to cleanse the world of wickedness. Indeed he will shake the heavens and the earth (13:13). The sun and the stars will no longer give light. The earth will be plunged into darkness - and there will be no switching the lights back on! People will be astounded and confused. They will try to flee the wrath of Almighty God, but to no avail. There will be no place to go. 

Isaiah describes the plight of the wicked with the picture of two animals (13:14). The gazelle is very timid. It races off at the sight of the hunter. Men will indeed be hunted in that day- hunted by God. The sheep is docile but completely helpless. It cannot survive on its own. 

The Day of the Lord will be a day of disaster for the wicked. It will be ‘every man for himself’; every person seeking to save themselves. But everyone who is found will fall by the sword. People who live by the sword will die by the sword. Their houses will be plundered, their children dashed to pieces and their wives ravished (13:16). This is not a pleasant picture- and it is not meant to be. It is a picture of what will happen in Babylon when the city is overrun by their enemies. It is a picture of what will happen when Almighty God judges this world and all its inhabitants. 

We are horrified by what happened in Germany during Hitler’s holocaust. We are horrified by the way men were hacked to death and women were raped and ripped open during the war in Rwanda. Let such horrors remind us of the coming horror of God’s wrath. His wrath will be poured out on the ungodly, on those who reject him and his precious Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. His wrath is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and wickedness of men (Rom 1:18). There will be weeping and gnashing of teeth in the Day of the Lord. Jesus said this would be everlasting punishment (Mat 25:46).  

There is one way of escape. Those who humble themselves and repent of their sin; those who believe in the Lord Jesus Christ will escape the condemnation of God. 

3. The Medes

‘Behold, I will stir up the Medes against them’ (13:17). Suddenly the prophecy returns to the matter at hand - the judgment of Babylon. It was like this in 539BC when Darius the Mede suddenly entered Babylon and killed King Belshazzar. The Medes came with a lust for blood, not for gold or silver (13:17). They came seeking revenge on a nation that had so brutally oppressed them for many years. They came with bow and arrow, and no doubt swords, to destroy young men, children and even the unborn (13:18).

Babylon had conquered the nations with great brutality. Now they would fall with great brutality. None would be spared in the slaughter. The glory of this great city would disappear. The hanging gardens of Babylon were one of the great wonders of the ancient world; but they are no more. The city was destroyed along with its inhabitants. It will never be inhabited again. Not even the Arabian or nomad will pitch his tent there (13:20).  The city will be desolate. It will be a ghost town where only wild animals live. The wild goats that will dance there (13:21) may be associated with demons.

‘Babylon, the glory of the kingdoms … will be as when God overthrew Sodom and Gomorrah’ (13:19). Sodom was a city of rampant homosexuality. The Lord destroyed Sodom. We read this in the Bible. This is known in the entire world. The word ‘sodomy’ is found in the dictionary. The people of God knew about God’s judgment upon the wicked in Sodom, but they did not turn from their wicked ways. The people of Babylon and other nations knew that God judges the wicked. Daniel was in Babylon telling the king of the true God. God’s power and deity are seen in the creation. Justice is written in the hearts of all people. But they did not listen. 

Those who exalt themselves against God and seek glory for themselves will ultimately feel the wrath of God, be they Babylonian kings or people in the street today. Those who walk in disobedience to the commands of Almighty God and reject his call to repent and believe in Jesus Christ walk under the cloud of divine condemnation.
Future fall of Babylon’s king                                              Text: Isaiah 14:1-27
Saddam Hussein ruled Iraq with an iron fist. He tortured and sometimes killed those who spoke against him. He lived in great luxury in an enormous palace. He built a 12m high statue of himself. But in 2003 we saw that statue being torn down and smashed. The people stamped on the statue in triumph at the downfall of the cruel dictator. Later we saw this king being dragged from a fox hole where he had been hiding. In 2006 he was executed by the people he once ruled.

Some 2500 years ago another king called Nebuchadnezzar built an image of gold some 27m high in the province of Babylon. He ordered everyone to bow down and worship this image – or be thrown into the fiery furnace. On another occasion he boasted, ‘is not this great Babylon that I have built for a royal dwelling by my mighty power’ (Dan 4:30). Upon uttering these words he became mad and his kingdom was taken from him.

Isaiah’s prophecy against Babylon continues in chapter 14. After a brief word of comfort to God’s covenant people Isaiah the prophet gives the people a taunt that they will take up against the king of Babylon. As yet they had not been taken into exile, but this would surely happen according to the word of the Lord. And after 70 years in exile the Lord would bring them back from this captivity. It would be like a second Exodus.

1. Israel reassured

‘For the Lord will have mercy on Jacob and will still choose Israel’ (14:1). This is not a new oracle. The word ‘for’ shows it is a continuation of the previous chapter in which the prophet spoke of Babylon’s downfall at the hands of the Medes. This oracle was given as a comfort for the people of God. They are reassured that though God is punishing them for their sin he will not forget them. They are his chosen people and he will settle them in their own land (14:1). 

This language, and what follows about giving them rest, would have reminded God’s people of how the Lord had brought their forefathers out of Egypt and into the land of Canaan. They suffered as slaves in Egypt for many years but the Lord in his great power brought them out. As they left Egypt some Egyptians helped them on their way and a few even joined them. So it will be when they return from Babylon that ‘strangers will cling to the house of Jacob’ - that is Israel (14:1). These foreigners will be content to be servants in their households. Those who once oppressed them will be their servants, but Israel will not oppress them. 

The fall of Babylon caused great distress to its inhabitants. Some would turn from idolatry to the God of Israel, especially after witnessing the life of Daniel and his friends. These young men were not in a position to be preaching about God. They simply lived in accordance with the commands of God. They encountered great opposition and persecution for doing so but God delivered them. God was glorified in and through the lives of these young men. Are you living in a way that is glorifying to God? 

2. Israel’s taunt against the king of Babylon

Being captive in a strange land was tough. Jeremiah told them to settle and be content in Babylon because they would be there for 70 years. But they missed the temple - now that they could not go there to worship. They were ostracised and mistreated by the locals. They were subjected to cruel bondage and lived in fear (14:3). ‘By the rivers of Babylon we sat down and wept when we remembered Zion’ (Ps 137).

But Isaiah said the Lord would give them rest. One day they would be back in their own land. They would no longer hear the taunts of the Babylonians.  They would in fact take up this poetic parable or taunt against the king of Babylon. There is always great rejoicing when a cruel dictator is brought down. Maybe only those who have been oppressed for a long time can appreciate the relief and the joy that people feel in deliverance from tyranny. 

‘How the oppressor has ceased

How his fury has ended’ (14: 4)

This is considered a better translation of this verse than in the NKJV. It is an exclamation of relief. It is a cry of joy. The rulers struck the people continually and without mercy with their staff and truncheons. The Lord effectively broke these weapons as he toppled the king from his throne.  There was no one to stop this cruel king until the Lord acted. 

The king’s downfall not only brought joy to the suffering people; the whole earth, including the trees rejoiced. The forests of Lebanon were being decimated by the king as he took prized cedars and cypress trees to build his palaces. When the king fell the trees stopped falling. Kings who take no care of the people take no care of the environment. In the book of Proverbs we read, ‘a righteous man regards the life of his animal, but the tender mercies of the wicked are cruel’ (Prov 12:10). If you think the political party that promotes abortion and euthanasia can be trusted to take care of the environment you need to think again. 

The only ones ready to welcome the king of Babylon will be those in the grave (14:9). The Hebrew word is ‘Sheol’ which means ‘grave’ or ‘place of the dead’ – not ‘Hell’ as in the NKJV. The poem pictures dead kings rising from their thrones to welcome this tyrant into the abode of the dead. All the kings of the earth who exalted themselves against God are there to welcome him. They once lived in luxury in their palaces but were now in Sheol with maggots and worms covering them. This is what happens when bodies are put in the grave. It is the same for kings as for beggars.

‘How you have fallen from heaven O Day Star, son of the morning!’ (14: 12). The word ‘Lucifer’ is not a good translation. In fact it comes from the Latin. These verses are a continuation of the taunt against the king of Babylon, although they are often taken to refer to the fall of Satan. Even if the king of Babylon is understood in a symbolic sense, as in the book of Revelation, it is still a symbol of evil worldly kingdoms that oppose the Almighty. 

In the days after the great flood men sought to exalt themselves against God. They set out to build the tower of Babel to reach to the heavens and make a name for themselves. They wanted to be stars – and the king of Babylon wanted to be a star. He wanted his throne to be above the stars of God (14:13). He wanted to sit on the mountain where the gods assembled and be the chief god. He said, 'I will be like the Most High'- ‘el Elyon’ in Hebrew. The king of Babylon, as with other pagan kings, saw himself as a god. We have referred to Nebuchadnezzar making the people worship his golden statue. The Roman Emperors, Nero and Domitian, also made such claims. Still today some rulers think they are some sort of god.

It is not just kings who want to be stars and have people worship them. We live in a day when almost everyone is aspiring to be a star. People are striving to become famous. They want to have their own fan club. They boast about how many people they ‘twitter’. It is disturbing to see how many men and women exalt themselves against God. ‘Disturbing’ because their end will the same as the king of Babylon. 

Are you trying to make a name for yourself in this world? Do you want people saying how beautiful or how clever you are? Beware of taking to yourself the glory that belongs to God. ‘Not unto us Lord, not to us, but to your name be the glory’ (Ps 115).  

What is wrong with taking a little glory to yourself? ‘Yet you shall be brought down to Sheol, to the lowest depths of the pit’ (14:15). Remember your creator in the days of your youth. God gave you life. You were made to serve God and glorify him. Remember your days on this earth will come to an end. Your treasure and your fame will be of no help in the grave. Jesus tells us to lay up treasure in heaven.

‘Those who see you will gaze at you’ (14:16). The taunt returns to the king still on the earth. People gaze at the once great king now humiliated. Remember what happened to Nebuchadnezzar - and Saddam Hussein. ‘Is this the man who terrorised millions’, the people will ask? 

The taunt goes on to describe the ignominious end of the king of Babylon. He will not have a royal funeral or be buried in a king’s tomb. Instead his corpse will be trampled in the street (14:19). In death he will be treated worse than a beggar. When the end comes to Babylon the king's body will be among other corpses thrown into a mass grave and without a headstone. Furthermore, his children will not remember him because they will be slaughtered (14:21). There will no memorial whatsoever to the king of Babylon.  He will die in utter disgrace because he destroyed his land and the people of God. 

The Lord of hosts will not save a remnant of the Babylonians (14:22). The king and kingdom of Babylon will never return. The Lord will sweep Babylon from the face of the earth. This is a potent reminder that God rules over all the nations and he will judge wicked rulers and all wicked people - that is all who exalt themselves against the Lord as the king of Babylon did.

3. Inclusion of Assyria

In these chapters we find oracles of divine judgment upon Gentile nations. Babylon comes at the top of the list because it will be the nation to come and destroy Jerusalem and carry the people into exile. Assyria was the superpower oppressing Israel and Judah at the time of Isaiah. A brief word of judgment against Assyria is included in this oracle- note the next oracle /burden begins in verse 28. 

This oracle is expressed as an oath. ‘The Lord of hosts has sworn’ (14:24). ‘As I have purposed so it shall stand’. The word ‘purpose’ occurs four times in this brief oath. The Lord will break the yoke the Assyrians put on the people of God. The Assyrian kingdom came to an end in 605BC. 

‘This is the purpose that is purposed concerning the whole earth’ (14:26). These closing verses form one of the clearest statements in Scripture regarding the providence of God. God has a plan for the entire creation – his creation. His hand is stretched out over all the nations still. The idea that, ‘God is way up there and does not care’ about the world is totally false. 

God’s hand is stretched out and it will not be turned back. He will accomplish what he wills. He wills to save the righteous and destroy the wicked. He will save those whom he chooses. He does so through the sacrifice of his Son, Jesus Christ. He is just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Christ (Rom 3:26).       

Judgment of Philistia                                                          Text: Isaiah 14:28-32
In his oracles of judgment against the nations Isaiah turns to the land of the Philistines. Philistia was different to the superpowers of Assyria and Babylon that rose up against Israel. The land of the Philistines was the coastal strip of Canaan. These people were never a superpower but they did trouble Israel from the very time they entered the land of Canaan. The Philistines were a maritime group that originally came from Crete. The name Palestine is a corruption of the word Philistine.  

One of the Philistines cities had a name that we still hear today - Gaza. The nation was in fact a group of city states. This oracle is about ‘all you of Philistia’ (14:29). There was no single king in this land. In the days of Samuel the Philistines captured the Ark of the Covenant from Israel. When they sent it back they included five golden rats – ‘according to the number of the lords of the Philistines’ (1Sam 6:4).

During the times of the Judges Samson came into conflict with the Philistines. They were idol worshipping people. They had the upper hand until Samson began to make his raids. Later on King Saul was engaged in an ongoing battle against the Philistines. His son Jonathan led Israel in a victory over the Philistines. It was in a standoff with the Philistines that David the shepherd appeared on the scene and killed the giant called Goliath. 

This oracle or burden against Philistia came in the year that King Ahaz died (14:28). Therefore it can be dated close to 715BC. Isaiah’s earlier vision of the Lord sitting on a throne was dated in the year that King Uzziah died, which was 740 BC. These dates allow us to locate these oracles in the history of the nations in that region. The oracles in fact contribute to that history. Though historically accurate, the prophet was not just a historian. He wrote the word of God for the instruction and comfort of God’s people both then and now.

1. Serpent
The divine oracle of judgment against Philistia tells them not to rejoice. They were tempted to rejoice at this time, ‘because the rod that struck you is broken’ (14: 29). They were told not to rejoice because that broken rod would be like a serpent or snake being cut in half and become two snakes. Remember the rod that Moses carried and how it turned into a snake when Aaron threw it down in front of Pharaoh. That snake swallowed up all the magician’s serpents or rods (Exod 6:10). 

The serpent did not just become another serpent or two serpents but gave rise to a viper. And this viper then gave rise to ‘a fiery flying serpent’ (14:29). So the rod that was broken would give rise to even more dangerous creatures. The Philistines would be attacked by increasingly violent enemies until they were finally annihilated. They are last mentioned in the Bible in Zech 9:6.

It is not clear just who this rod that struck the Philistines was. Some point back to King David who struck them a number of times. Again we remember Goliath who came out defying the Lord of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel (1Sam 17:45).  But that was a long time back. King Ahaz, a descendant of David had just died. Was he the rod that was broken? ‘But he, so far from having smitten the Philistines, was smitten by them’ writes Alexander. Nevertheless, King Hezekiah who came after Ahaz did strike the Philistines after they had a brief time of independence (2Kings 18:8).

Others think the rod refers to the Assyrian king. Along this coastal strip was the main road from Egypt to Mesopotamia. When the superpowers went to battle the Philistines were often the meat in the sandwich as it were. But there is no mention of Assyria in this oracle, except for the indirect reference to smoke that will come from the north (14:31). We cannot be certain just which nation or ruler is being referred to by the rod that struck Philistia but the message to this heathen nation remains the same. They were not to think they had escaped judgment just because their enemy was broken. 

The enemies of Jesus rejoiced when they took him into custody. Herod mocked him. The religious leaders beat him and mocked him. They sneered and ridiculed Jesus as the Romans hung him on the Cross. But their rejoicing did not last for long. On the third day Jesus rose from the dead. Satan and his agents thought they had stopped their enemy but alas, he was alive. 

They continue to fight against the risen Jesus but know they are defeated. There is no rejoicing in Satan’s camp and never will be again. Satan awaits the day when he will be thrown into the lake of fire. ‘And anyone not found written in the Book of Life was (also) cast into the lake of fire’ (Rev 20:15); and there they will be tormented day and night forever and ever.

2. Sorrow
‘Wail, O gate! Cry, O city’ (14:31). Rather than rejoicing the Philistines will weep and wail when divine judgment comes upon them. The prophet spoke of them being ‘dissolved or melting away’. They will melt with fear when the Lord’s army comes to devour them. Not even a remnant will remain because the Lord says, ‘I will slay your remnant’ and ‘kill your roots with famine’ (14:30). Philistia will not rise again. 

For smoke will come from the north (14:31). The smoke may be that of burning villages left behind by the Assyrians, or it may be the dust stirred up by the cavalry. ‘And no one will be alone’ probably means there will be no stragglers, as in the NIV. The picture is of a large disciplined army that strikes terror into the hearts of all in its path.   

An Assyrian attack was imminent. They will sweep down from the north in a great cloud of dust. Back in chapter 5 we saw how swiftly the Assyrian army would advance. They were dressed for battle as they raced forward on horses and chariots. They stopped for nothing and for no one.   

The destruction of another enemy of God’s people is announced in this oracle. The Philistines were enemies of Israel from the very beginning of the nation. These pagan people had inflicted all kinds of injustice upon Israel in the course of the years. Their attacks were not only physical- they were spiritual also. They would not escape God’s judgment. In fact judgment upon Philistia is declared in other prophecies, namely Jeremiah (ch. 47), Ezekiel (ch. 25), Amos (ch. 1) and Zephaniah (ch. 2). 

3. Safety

In contrast to the serpent threatening Philistia and the great sorrow that will come upon them, the people of God will be safe and secure. King Ahaz had died but the godly people will not fear; the Lord was watching over them. The people may be poor but they do not fear. They will lie down in safety (14:30). While the ungodly Philistines live in fear - and rightly so- the godly people live in peace because the Lord is their refuge and strength (14:32).

‘What will they answer the messengers of the nation?’ (14:32). The scene is that of a Gentile nation, probably Philistia because of the context, sending messengers to Jerusalem or Zion. It is not clear when this happened or what the reason was for the diplomatic visit. Did they bring condolences regarding the death of Ahaz? Did they want an alliance with Judah for some reason – maybe because of an impending attack from the north? 

Judah now had a new king, and a new foreign policy. King Ahaz made alliances with other nations because he did not trust in the Lord. But King Hezekiah was different. See the answer given to the messengers who come. ‘The Lord has founded Zion and the poor of his people shall take refuge in it’ (14:32). 

Hezekiah did what was right in the eyes of the Lord, according to all that his father David had done (2Kings 18:3). He trusted in the Lord God of Israel. With Isaiah’s encouragement he stood against the Assyrian army which was defying the God of Israel. Hezekiah prayed and the angel of the Lord killed 185,000 Assyrian soldiers and the rest fled.  

This little city, this city of God, stood against the vast army of Assyria. It stood in the strength of the Lord. Christians in various nations today are vastly outnumbered. They cannot stand up and fight in their own strength. They have to pray and wait up the Lord. How would you live if you were under threat because of your faith in Jesus? Maybe you feel powerless even now because of some crisis in your life. Are you praying and trusting in the Lord?  ‘Not by might, nor by power, but by my Spirit’ says the Lord (Zechariah 4:6). 

Hezekiah did what was right according to all that his father David had done. David trusted in the Lord to help him in battle and protect him from his enemy. What did he say as he went out to fight the Philistine giant? ‘This day the Lord will deliver you into my hand … for the battle is the Lord’s’ (1Sam 17:46,47). What great faith David had! How could a shepherd boy say such things? He did not believe in his own strength but in the all-powerful God of Israel. David was not concerned that he looked ridiculous in the eyes of the world. He was serving the Lord in the strength of the Lord. 

The kingdom of God is not like politics. Some in the church are discouraged when they see so few gathering to worship God. For sure we would like to see many more gathering to worship the Lord, but not because we would then have a stronger voice in the society. We do not depend upon petitions or politicians. We depend upon the Lord. We call upon the Lord in prayer. Let us remember David and King Hezekiah.

A closing thought from the Psalms. In the Psalms David prays, ‘hide me under the shadow of your wings, and in the shadow of your wings I will take refuge’ (57:1, 36:7, 17:8). When he was surrounded by ten thousand of the enemy he lay down and slept in peace because he knew the Lord was his protector (Psalm 3). Will you, like David, cast all your cares upon the Lord knowing that he cares for you? May the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your heart and mind through Christ Jesus our Lord (Phil 3:7).    

Judgment of Moab                                                               Text: Isaiah 15,16
Declarations of judgment upon ungodly nations surrounding Israel continue with this oracle against Moab. Moab was a nation bordering Israel to the east. Most of this border was the Dead Sea. The borders moved over time as they warred with surrounding nations especially Israel. David occupied the land down to the Arnon River during his reign. The central part of Moab was a plateau dissected by two rivers which flowed into this inland sea. The fertile land produced pasture for livestock, and vineyards. 

Where did the Moabites come from? Moab was a son of Lot, Abraham’s nephew. So Moab and Israel were distant relatives, even though they were always fighting each other. The Moabites worshipped the god Chemosh at their temples and hill shrines. When Moses led the children of Israel to the Promised Land he went via Moab but was told by God not to harass Moab (Deut 2:9). The Israelites camped on the plains of Moab before crossing the Jordan into Canaan. Moses died at Mt Nebo in the land of Moab.

The book of Ruth records an interesting point of contact between Israel and Moab. Ruth was a Moabite woman who married one of Elimelech's sons after he left Israel and went to Moab during a famine. Ruth came to worship the God of her mother in law Naomi, the God of Israel. This Moabite woman is included in the ancestry of David and hence of Jesus.

1. Invasion
‘For in the night Ar of Moab is laid waste and destroyed’ (15:1). Ar, and another city Kir, will be completely destroyed in one night, a night of horror. These appear to have been the two major cities of Moab. Their destruction will be swift and devastating, a feature of Assyrian attacks. In 715BC the Assyrian army swept through the length of Moab from the north, murdering and plundering as they went. This is the situation pictured in these two chapters.  

Isaiah goes on to describe the plight and the flight of the people of Moab as a result of this invasion. The people go into mourning, shaving off their beards and all the hair on their heads. They will wear rough sackcloth, a symbol of mourning in those days. Weeping and wailing will be heard throughout the land. Note how often these words occur in this oracle. They will go weeping to the high places to worship Chemosh. The people of Dibon will go up to their temple. But they will get no help from their gods. Even the armed soldiers will join the weeping as their hearts melt before the enemy.

Many places are mentioned in these chapters; some can be located but others remain unknown. Nebo was in the north and the invasion would come from this direction. Those who escaped the initial attack would flee towards the south, or to neighbouring countries. Crossing the Arnon River we come to Zoar which was at the southern end of the Dead Sea. The other places mentioned in verse 5 were also in the south.   

The prophet is following the refugees south and actually joining in their sorrow. ‘My heart will cry out for Moab’ he said (15:5). Isaiah did not express any sense of revenge or gloating as he relayed this prophecy. He was writing these words primarily for the people of Israel who had been harassed by the Moabites for centuries. But still there is no expression of gloating over the downfall of another, even of the enemy.

Gloating over the downfall of another is sin, even if it is your enemy who has fallen. ‘He who mocks the poor reproaches his Maker, he who is glad at calamity will not go unpunished’ (Prov 17:5). And again from the book of Proverbs (24:17); ‘do not rejoice when you enemy falls and do not let your heart be glad when he stumbles’. Isaiah did not gloat- nor did Jesus. Jesus prayed for those who treated him so badly. Father forgive them they know not what they do (Luke 23:34).  

‘For the waters of Nimrim will dry up’ (15:6). The context points to this place being in the south. At this place the refuges find the pastures have withered because of a drought. This once pleasant place was now desolate. Drought appears to be adding to the calamities they are facing. The people might be saying, ‘this is not fair’, but these disasters are coming from God. They are divine judgments. 

The people are forced to continue their flight, crossing the Brook of the Willows into the land of Edom. The people who once had lots of things were now in flight with little more than the clothes on their backs. They never thought their lives could be so quickly turned around (15:7). The weeping and wailing continues. It is heard from north to south, all across the land of Moab.

To the sound of wailing is added the picture of rivers flowing with blood after the Assyrians have been through on their killing spree (15:9). Dimon means ‘bloody’. It is probably the same place as Dibon (15:2). This place just north of the Arnon River was mentioned in association with a temple. Maybe the blood of their sacrifices flowed into this waterway - these people practiced child sacrifice. In this day of disaster the blood flowing in this river will the blood of millions of murdered Moabites. 

2. Invitation

‘Send the lambs as a tribute to the ruler of the land… to the mount of the daughter of Zion’ (16:1). The prophet advises the Moabites to send tribute to the king in Jerusalem. In the days of King Ahab the Moabite king sent an annual tribute of 100,000 lambs to the king in Jerusalem (2Kings 3:4). ‘The way of safety for Moab was to submit to the house of David’. This was not by way of a political alliance but by way of worshipping the true God.  Isaiah invites Moab to share in the unique hope of Israel, a future that is outlined in verse 5.

As the women of Moab fled across the Arnon River ahead of the invaders they were like birds being thrown out of their nest (16:1). They were encouraged to ask for help from Judah. Isaiah gave them words to use in such a request. Judah could give them a place to hide. ‘Let Moabite outcasts dwell with you’ (16:4). ‘Be a shelter to them from the face of the spoiler/devastator’ (16:4) - that is Assyria. Verses 3-5 are difficult to translate and understand but this seems to be the essence of these verses - namely Isaiah urging the Moabites to submit to Judah, and find in Judah a place to hide and a place of safety.

‘In mercy the throne will be established; and One will sit on it in truth’ (16:5). Amazing as it is in this context, we find here a reference to the Messiah, the One who will sit on the throne of David. Here we find the Messianic hope of Israel, the hope of a righteous and just ruler, being shared with the people of Moab. Ruth had in earlier times taken up this offer when she said to Naomi, ‘your people shall be my people, and your God my God’ (Ruth 1:16). 

The messianic hope of Israel was not confined to Israel. Here in the context of judgment upon this nation of distant relatives the Messianic hope of a kingdom of grace is proclaimed. It is an eternal kingdom of righteousness and justice, a far cry from the kingdoms of this world that persisted in corruption, violence and war.

3. Inherent pride

To submit to Judah or seek help from them would involve humility on the part of Moab. Such humility was not to found among these proud and arrogant people (16:6, Jer 48:29 - in 48:26, 42 Jeremiah also says they exalted themselves against the Lord). Not that they were in any way an unusual people. What people are not proud? 

Few are willing to humble themselves and ask for help, even in times of desperate need and utter hopelessness. The consequences of such pride are disastrous. They were disastrous for Moab and they will be disastrous for you if you refuse to humble yourself before the Lord, admitting your sin and seeking forgiveness in the name of Jesus Christ.  

‘Therefore Moab will wail’ (16:7). Every last soul in Moab will weep and wail. Note again how often we read these words. God resists the proud. He will bring down those who exalt themselves against him. He will use the rulers of the nations to break down the choice vines of Moab (16:8). The vineyards will be destroyed by the invaders.

The people of Moab were proud of their vineyards. They rejoiced in the vintages they gathered in. But this rejoicing would cease. The sound of singing at harvest and at the treading of the grapes will cease when the vineyards are destroyed (16:10). The vineyard is also used as a metaphor for Moab, spreading out like a great vine, even reaching over the sea, but they would be cut off (16:8). When this disaster comes the people will go to their sanctuary to pray, but to no avail (16:12).Their gods will not be able to help them on that day. Isaiah had urged them to come to the true God, the God who could help them, but they rejected this invitation. They were too proud and haughty to accept such a gracious offer. 

Isaiah still felt sorry for these people. ‘I weep…for the vines of Sibnah… my heart laments for Moab’ (16:9,11). Some say this is the Lord speaking, which may be the case.  The prophet spoke the words of God anyway. God does not take pleasure in punishing anyone. He would rather they turn from their wicked way and listen to him. He would rather they repent than be judged for their sin. The Moabites had only themselves to blame for the disaster that was coming upon them. It is the same for men and women today who will face the judgment of God on the day Jesus Christ is revealed.

The oracle ends reaffirming that, ‘this is the word of the Lord that has been spoken against Moab’ (16:13,14). The Lord has spoken and he has given a precise time frame for the words to be fulfilled. The time frame will be like that of a hired servant’s contract; a three year period and not a day more. Within this time the splendour of Moab will be gone and the people decimated. Just a very small remnant will remain.

The Lord has spoken concerning the future destruction of the nations and of this present world. He has set a day when Jesus will come again on the clouds of heaven bringing justice to this world. Divine justice means judgment upon sin and sinners, upon all who reject or oppose God. Although we do not know when that day will be we must not forget that God has set a day for this final judgment (Acts 17:31). What we see today is God’s mercy delaying this judgment in order that all the elect will be brought into this everlasting Kingdom of Messiah, the kingdom of Jesus Christ our Lord.        
Judgment of Damascus                                                           Text: Isaiah 17, 18
Damascus was the capital of Syria in the days of Isaiah. It still is. The land of Syria has been in the news lately because the people have been rising up against the king. We also see Syria threatening the modern land of Israel from time to time; but this has nothing to do with the prophecy of Isaiah. Isaiah prophesied under the old covenant when the nation of Israel, and the city of Jerusalem and its temple were the focus of God's promises and purpose. Under the new covenant God’s promises and purpose are no longer focused on the land of Israel but its fulfilment in Jesus Christ and his church. 

1. Syria
In this section of the book of Isaiah we have had a burden/oracle against Babylon and Assyria, against Philistia and against Moab. Assyria was the superpower in the time of Isaiah; Babylon became a superpower later. The Philistines and Moabites were neighbours who kept having battles with Israel. Syria or Aram was Israel’s neighbour to the north east. 

Naaman the leper was a Syrian. He had an Israelite servant girl who was taken captive during a raid in Israel. The Syrians made war against Israel in the days of Elisha but God delivered his people. Elisha prophesied that the king of Syria would soon decimate Israel. And so it was that after the death of King Ahab and Jezebel  the king of Syria annexed  the regions of Israel east of the Jordan- ‘from Aroer which is  by the river Arnon’ (2Kings 10:33). This was about a hundred years before Isaiah.  

Isaiah’s prophecies against the nations included a word of judgment upon Syria. Damascus would become a heap of ruins, and the city of Aroer would become a wasteland where flocks would roam freely (17:1,2). Syria had been in rivalry with Assyria for centuries. In 732BC the Assyrians got the upper hand and destroyed Damascus.

2. Samaria

‘The fortress will also cease from Ephraim’ (17:3). Ephraim refers to the northern Kingdom of Israel with its capital Samaria. Back in chapter 7 we saw that Damascus and Syria were in an alliance against Assyria. They wanted Judah to join them. But Judah was the enemy of Ephraim despite being the same nation originally. Judah refused to be part of this alliance so Damascus and Ephraim were coming to attack Judah. Isaiah went to king Ahaz at this time to tell him they would not succeed. And so it happened that Assyria attacked and conquered Damascus (732BC), and ten years later did the same to Samaria (722BC).

Because of the alliance between Syria and Ephraim this judgment oracle includes Ephraim. The Lord of hosts declared that the fortress will also cease from Ephraim. The glory will disappear from Damascus as quickly as it will from Samaria (17:3). ‘In that day …the glory of Jacob will fade’ (17:4). The northern kingdom is still in focus. Israel enjoyed a time of prosperity under King Jeroboam II, just as Judah did under King Uzziah. But all this would change. Israel would be brought low when Assyria came upon them.

This fading away is pictured in three ways. Firstly, fatness would turn to leanness and wasting away (17:4). Israel would lose territory and prestige. Secondly, it will be like the harvesters bringing in the sheaves in the valley of Rephaim. This was a fertile valley to the west of Jerusalem. After the harvesters have been through very little is left. After the gleaners have been through there is even less remaining. So it will be in Israel in that day, the day when they fall to invaders from the north.  

Thirdly, the prophet points to the olive tree and the harvest of olives. The tree is shaken and the olives gathered. Very little remains- just two or three at the top. So it will be in Israel and Syria when they are brought low by the Assyrians. 

In their prosperity the Israelites had turned to worshipping idols, things they had made with their own hands (17:8). They found the worship of Canaanite deities more interesting, and no doubt less morally demanding, than worship of the true God. They made altars to Baal and his female counterpart Asherah. They made altars to other gods also. But in the day when God stretches out his hand in judgment some will realise what fools they were and will repent. They will return to their Maker, the Holy One of Israel. They will despise the idols they made and worshipped. In the midst of impending disaster some will return to the Lord (17:7).  

The majority, however, will continue in their sinful ways. They were no better than the Canaanites whose cities they had destroyed when they came into the land. In that day their strong cities will be broken down and overgrown (17:9). There would be complete desolation. Why? Because they had ‘forgotten the God of your salvation and not been mindful of the Rock of your stronghold’ (17:10).

God had delivered these people out of bondage in Egypt. He was the God of their salvation. All they were, and all they had, was because of his grace. Moses had warned them when they were about to enter Canaan, the land that was full of good things; ‘beware lest you forget the Lord who brought you out of  the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage’ (Deut 6:12). They had not remembered the Rock, the God who was their refuge and their strength. They had come to rely upon their own strength - either wealth or military might. They had turned to foreign powers for help through unholy alliances. In this way they angered the Lord their God. 
Some think the reference to pleasant plants and foreign seedlings refers to little gardens that women planted and made into objects of devotion (17:10). Many Hindus grow the Tulsi plant in special pots at home. This 'Holy Basil', as it called, is an object of worship in their religion. Other people become obsessed with their garden or their pet, or some other object such that Jesus fades into the background in their lives. 

On the other hand these foreign seedlings may be a metaphor for foreign powers. Israel’s kings went to great effort in cultivating alliances with foreign kings thinking they would come to their aid in times of trouble. But when such a time came they got no help at all. As Isaiah said, ‘the harvest will be a heap of ruins in the day of sickness and desperate sorrow’ (17:11).  

3. Seeming success of invaders

‘Alas, the roar of many peoples

Like the roar of the sea do they roar ‘(17:12).

Remember how Isaiah described the Assyrian advance back in chapter 10 verse 28 and following? He spoke of one place after another being overrun in quick succession. All of a sudden this advance was stopped when they reached the outskirts of Jerusalem. 

In these three verses the picture is different but the event is the same. Assyria is described as a roaring ocean and a rushing torrent of water. ‘But God will rebuke them and they will flee away’ (17:13). The picture changes to chaff or tumbleweed silently blown away in the wind. The invader who plundered and robbed thinking no one could stop him, suddenly was no more (17:14). 

While God may use nations like Assyria and Babylon to punish his people he will not allow them to gloat in their victory. They must remember that these are the people of God and be careful to undertake their mission in the fear of God. In the end the victory will be the Lord’s. 

4. Smooth skinned Cushites

Some think chapter 18 is an oracle against Ethiopia but there is no introduction to this effect (Cf. 17:1, 19:1). What we see is a switch in attention away from Assyria in the north to the broader issue of general antagonism towards Israel. ‘In doing so it prepares the way for the burden against Egypt in chapter 19’. 

‘Cush’ is translated as ‘Ethiopia’ in 18:1. This is not exactly today’s land of Ethiopia but is a region in the upper Nile called Nubia. The people of this region were tall and smooth skinned, in contrast to the bearded men of Israel. A king of Cush called So became king of Egypt in 714BC. The last king of Israel tried to make an alliance with So (2Kings 17:4).

Isaiah proclaimed a woe against the land of Cush, a land renowned for its locust plagues and divided rivers (18:1,2). They had sent envoys in papyrus boats to Israel, maybe in the hope of forming an alliance with them. They are swiftly sent back with a message from the Lord. This message is found in the following verses. 

Isaiah actually calls upon the whole world to listen to this message. ‘For so the Lord said to me’ (18:4). The Lord was not in the least intimidated by the powerful nations, be it Assyria, Cush, or any other kingdom of this world.  The Lord looked down from his heavenly dwelling place upon all these alliances and wars. He was sitting back, as it were, watching and waiting for the right time to destroy his enemy. 

The Lord was waiting for the harvest to fully ripen (18:5). He was waiting for the appointed time before taking decisive action in destroying his enemy. God told Abraham that the sin of the Amorites was not yet complete (Gen 17:16). It would be over 400 years before God used Joshua to destroy the wicked Canaanites. 

In the end, when God does act to vindicate his chosen people, a ‘gift will be brought to the Lord of hosts’ (18: 7). The tall smooth-skinned warriors will bring tribute to Mt Zion. The Moabites were urged to send tribute to Mt Zion (16:1). When the Assyrian king was defeated in the time of Hezekiah he sent gifts to Jerusalem (2Chron 32:23). The Psalmist speaks of kings bringing gifts to the Lord in his temple (Ps 68:29, 76:11). 

The Lord looks down from his dwelling place in heaven. He sees all that is going on in the world- in the nations, in the cities, in the homes, and in the hearts of everyone. He does not immediately judge people or nations for their sins. The Lord is patient and he is gracious, desiring that people turn from their wicked ways and live. 

‘The Lord is not slow in keeping his promises as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish but that all should come to repentance’ (2Peter 3:9). It is dangerous to think that God will not punish sin just because he does not punish us straight away. God has set a day when he will judge everyone in this world. He will judge the world in righteousness by Jesus Christ. Will you turn to the Lord and repent while there is time.   

Judgment of Egypt                                                               Text: Isaiah 19:1-17
Volcanic ash clouds have been causing havoc in the airline industry lately. First it was in Europe and then in Australia and New Zealand. It is incredible that ash from a volcano in Chile can travel in a cloud all the way to Australia, and then again. Volcanic eruptions are so powerful that smoke and ash shoots over 10km into the atmosphere and then travels thousands of kilometres around the globe. When the last time man was was able to make such a large explosion?

‘O Lord my God, you are very great. You are clothed with honour and majesty… who makes the clouds his chariot and walks on the wings of the wind’. So wrote the Psalmist in Psalm 104 verses 1 and 3. Isaiah wrote, ‘Behold, the Lord rides on a swift cloud, and will come into Egypt’ (19:1).

When you see clouds do you think of the Lord riding on the clouds? Some clouds are light and fluffy; they shade us from the bright sun. Some clouds are heavy and grey; they bring rain for the dry land. Some clouds are very black and heavy; they bring storms with destructive winds. 

Isaiah spoke of the Lord coming in judgment upon Egypt. The people of Egypt persisted in worshipping idols. They are called ‘nothings’ or ‘empty things’ by the prophet (19:1). They will totter before the Lord when he comes. When this happens the people’s hearts will melt with fear. The Lord had previously come in judgment upon Egypt because of their idolatry (Exod 12:12). Through his servant Moses, God sent plague after plague upon Egypt, and finally destroyed Pharaoh and his army in the Red Sea. 

This later judgment upon Egypt, along with the judgments on the other nations, reminds us that God will judge the whole world. He will judge the world in righteousness. He will judge all who persist in worshipping idols. God demands that all human beings worship him, for he alone is God. He is the creator and sustainer of all things in heaven and on earth. Those who worship created things insult the God of creation and of redemption, redemption that is in Jesus Christ our Lord. 

1. Disunity
Isaiah gives details of just how the Lord will judge Egypt. He will cause brother to rise up against brother, and neighbour against neighbour (19:2). He will bring about civil unrest and even civil war. The people will become disillusioned and demoralised. They will run off to their idols with the vain hope of some comfort. Not knowing what tomorrow will bring, they will consult mediums and sorcerers about the future. They want to know what the future holds in order to have some hope. But the Lord will ensure that the counsel of these mediums only confuses them further.  

The Lord Almighty said that a cruel master and a fierce king will rule over them (19:4). A foreign king would take advantage of the civil unrest and impose an oppressive regime upon this nation. This people who once oppressed the people of God will experience oppression themselves. Although this king is not named at this point, in the next chapter we are told that the king of Assyria will take the Egyptians captive. In 670BC the king of Assyria defeated the Egyptians. 

It is not difficult for us to imagine what Isaiah spoke about because we have seen civil unrest in Egypt recently. We see unrest in other nations of the Middle East. While not directly related to the prophecy of Isaiah, the God who spoke through the prophet of old still rides his chariot upon the clouds. He still judges the nations of the world. We may not understand all that he is doing at present but we know he is sovereign over the nations and that he is working out his great purposes.

It was interesting to read what a Christian man living in Israel said in response to this civil unrest in the Middle East. He said that people were looking for answers and we must be ready to give them the answer. The answer of course is found in Jesus Christ.

2. Drought

The Nile is a mighty river. At 6650km it is the longest river in the world. Years ago I saw the beginning of this river as a torrent of water flowed out of Lake Victoria at a place in Uganda called Jinja. From Uganda the river weaves it way through Sudan and Egypt before emptying into the Mediterranean Sea. All the major cities of this region are in the Nile valley. If you look at a satellite image of Egypt you will see a green strip running through the country and fanning out when it reaches the delta region to the north.

The second aspect of divine judgment on Egypt would be a drought. Egypt was basically a desert. The Nile was the life blood of the nation. The fertile floodplain of the Nile was used for cropping. Remember how Joseph gathered the harvest during seven good years and stored it up for the seven drought years. All the countries ended up coming to Joseph in Egypt to buy grain.  

The waters of the river will dry up, and the riverbed will be parched and dry (19: 5). The Nile would become stagnant and start to stink. Along this river reeds and rushes grew in abundance, particularly in the delta region of Lower Egypt. These are familiar to us from the story of baby Moses. Papyrus was used to make boats and also paper. These reeds would dry and wither because of the drought. The rich agricultural area would become a dustbowl as the drought sent by the Lord took hold (19:7). 

The river was also vital to the fishing industry. On the banks of Lake Victoria I saw a factory processing Nile perch that had been caught in the lake. I am not sure if these fish are found lower down the Nile but clearly fishing was very important in Egypt in the time of Isaiah – as it was in time of Moses (Num 11:5). Distraught fishermen would no longer spread their nets on the water because the river would have very little water. 

Another casualty of the drought would be the cotton and flax industries. Those who work in fine flax and those who weave fine fabric will be ashamed (19:9). Egypt is renowned for its fine cotton. In ancient times this crop was processed into fabric in local factories. Flax is another crop grown for fibre. A lot of water is needed to soak the flax and separate the fibres. A drought would decimate these local industries and leave many wage earners without work and heartbroken. The whole Egyptian economy depended on the river. When it dried up the economy and the people would be ruined. 

Drought devastates economies still today. We live in a country known for its droughts and floods. If the Lord said he would send a devastating drought upon Egypt in the days of Joseph and again in the days of Isaiah, why should we think he is unable to do the same today- and that in our own land? 

One of the punishments for disobedience that God declared to Israel as they entered Palestine was drought. ‘If you do not obey the voice of the Lord’, warned Moses, ‘the Lord will change the rain of your land to powder and dust’ (Deut 28:24). In his judgment on Egypt the Lord Almighty would afflict the population with disunity and he would afflict them with drought. The Lord is able to work through men and through nature. His third affliction would be political stupidity. 

3. Dizziness

The Lord has poured into them a spirit of dizziness; they make Egypt stagger in all that she does (19:14 NIV). The officials of Zoan, probably the city of Tanis in the north, have become fools (19:11). Egypt was renowned for its wise men. Joseph was taken in as an advisor to the Pharaoh. Moses was viewed as a wise man. The Pharaoh had a whole company of wise men and magicians to counter the wisdom of Moses. ‘God gave Solomon wisdom greater than all the men of the east and all the wisdom of Egypt’ (1Kings 4:30). Since God is the source of all wisdom he can give and take away as he chooses. Like other kings, David had his advisors. Ahithophel was such an advisor. But he sided with Absalom when he conspired against David. As David fled the city he said, ‘O Lord I pray you, turn the counsel of Ahithophel into foolishness’ (2Sam 15:31). 

The third element of God’s judgment on Egypt was this spirit of perversity sent among the advisors to the Pharaoh. The Lord challenged these wise men to tell what the Lord was doing in their land. The drought was terrible. What were they to do? Unlike the wise Joseph whom God sent to prepare for the drought, these men did not have a clue. ‘Where are the wise men’ asked the prophet, by way of a taunt. ‘Let them tell you now what the Lord Almighty has planned against Egypt’ (19:12). They could not say because the Lord had destroyed their counsel. They could not think straight. Their wisdom was foolishness. There counsel would only lead the nation astray. 

'The Lord has given the nation, as it were, a staggering potion to gulp down' writes Leupold. “The whole nation is in effect staggering around in uncertainty, or to change to a more expressive figure, they are ‘drunkards who stagger about in their own vomit’; not a very edifying scene to contemplate”. Indeed, it is a very sobering scene. There will be nothing that anyone can do to set things right (19:15). Neither rich and famous, nor poor and infamous will be able to help with words of wisdom. 

In that day Egypt will live in fear, even of little Judah. They will be afraid because the Lord Almighty, the God of the little land of Judah will be waving his hand of judgment over this mighty nation. In the end it is only the will of God that matters. To know the will of God is the greatest blessing for any person and any nation. 

Some years ago I was shocked to hear that the prime minister of India consulted a Hindu holy man to find out the most auspicious date for the country’s election. Imagine a political leader consulting astrologers before making major decisions. It is not only in India that such things happen. Remember, superstition can be dressed up as science. Some scientists are very superstitious.  

When men and women refuse to acknowledge God as the creator of the universe and choose to worship created things instead of the true God, God darkens their understanding. He sends upon them a spirit of perversity so that, ‘professing to be wise, they become fools’ (Rom 1:22).   

Blessing on Egypt                                                                 Text: Isaiah 19:18-25
For as long as I can remember there have been Middle East peace talks going on. This is a region of great conflict because of ethnic and religious differences. Israel is of course the ancient land of the Jews. Surrounding nations worship other gods including Allah. Jerusalem is very important to the Jews. Nowadays Muslims and some Christian groups also claim Jerusalem as their holy city. 

When will peace come to the Middle East? It will come when all these groups turn to the only true God and believe in his only begotten Son and Saviour of the world. Jesus Christ is King of kings and Lord of lords. Peace will come when all the nations come to Jesus Christ rather than the earthly city of Jerusalem.  

In the time of Isaiah, God’s chosen people lived in Jerusalem and the land of Israel. They were turbulent times with larger nations vying for supremacy. To the north was the superpower of Assyria which was threatening Jerusalem and Judah at this time. To the south was Egypt, once a superpower and still very active and powerful in international politics. The kings of Israel tried to make alliances with one or other of these world powers when they came under threat- as we have seen with king Ahaz (2Kings 16:7). When Isaiah was delivering these oracles against the Gentile nations, King Hezekiah was working on an alliance with Egypt (2Kings 18: 21). 

We have looked into Isaiah’s oracles against Babylon, Philistia, Moab, Damascus (Syria) and also Egypt in chapters 13-20 of this book. I noticed a Bible study booklet on Isaiah conveniently skipped over these chapters of Isaiah. They are not easy to understand. But they are important for they remind us that God is sovereign over all the nations. They remind us that God uses the nations to fulfil his will and purposes regarding his own people and that he has his purposes for these nations themselves. They remind us that God will judge all the nations and all the people in those nations.

God promised Abraham that through his descendants all the nations of the earth would be blessed (Gen 12:3). This promise is fulfilled in Jesus Christ and the taking of the gospel to all the nations. But even under the old covenant God dealt with Gentile nations by way of judgment and of blessing. Isaiah declared divine judgment upon Egypt but also divine blessing, as we see in the passage before us. 

Egypt was closely related to Israel from the earliest days. Abraham went down to Egypt during a famine in Canaan. His wife had an Egyptian servant girl. His grandson Joseph was taken to Egypt as a slave. He was a wonderful witness to the true God in this foreign land. His father and brothers ended up living with him in Egypt. Moses was a great witness in the palace of Egypt after God called him to lead his people out of Egypt. God judged Egypt with plagues and then destroyed Pharaoh and his army in the sea. Isaiah spoke of God judging Egypt again. He also told of a divine blessing for Egypt, and even Assyria.

1. Conversion of Egyptians

In that day five cities in Egypt will speak the language of Canaan. In that day there will be an altar to the Lord in the middle of Egypt (19:18,19). At some future time God would restore Egypt. He would strike Egypt and then heal it (19:22). People in Egypt would be converted and start worshipping the Lord. Five cities, a sizeable number, will speak the Hebrew language and swear allegiance to the Lord Almighty. Although some Jews were living in Egypt in those days, this prophecy points to local people joining in the worship of the true God. The city of Destruction was probably Heliopolis, the city of the sun god. This was one of the cities where the Lord would be worshipped. 

In the city of Ephesus, in Asia Minor, the goddess Diana was worshipped when the apostle Paul went there preaching the gospel (Acts 19). Many in the city starting worshipping Jesus rather than Diana, so much so that the business of the silver merchants started to decline. Paul did not go to Ephesus to protest against those making and trading in idols. As he preached the gospel and the people believed in Jesus this trade simply fell away. Such is the power of the gospel. 

In more recent times the gospel has brought great changes to many cities and societies. After spiritual revivals rates of crime decrease noticeably. What changes would come upon our city and our society if lots of people started worshipping Jesus and walking in obedience to his commands? What industries and activities would die out? Let us pray that the gospel will go out and that many will hear and believe in Jesus Christ. This is the only sure way our city will change for the better.

In the middle of Egypt there would be an altar to the Lord and on the border a pillar to the Lord. These would be a sign and witness to the Lord Almighty (19: 19,20). The worship of God would not be hidden but widely sanctioned and practiced in Egypt. In fact the Egyptians would one day cry to the Lord because of their oppressors and God will deliver them, according to the prophet (19:20). 

It is difficult to know just when this day would be. The important thing is that when they cry to the Lord he will send them a Saviour and Mighty One and deliver them (19:20). It is interesting to see the word ‘Saviour’ here. Isaiah often calls the Lord ‘the Saviour’; he is the only Saviour (43:11). We find this word much more often in the NT where it refers to Jesus. In the day of Jesus Christ all who cry to the Lord will be saved. 

What a turn of events this would be. The oppressors would be oppressed and they would cry out to the Lord for help. Maybe the Egyptians would remember how the Israelites cried out to the Lord for help and how he delivered them through Moses. The Egyptians had many opportunities to hear about the Lord Almighty and see his great works. 

‘The Lord will be known in Egypt and the Egyptians will know the Lord in that day’ (19:21). How amazing for the prophet to describe a Gentile nation with such words- to be known by the Lord and to know him. Such language is usually confined to Israel. It must have been a challenge for the Jews to hear Isaiah saying such things. Yet this is what the Lord promised Abraham, as we saw earlier. 

The intimate relationship between the Lord and Egypt continues with a reference to the Lord punishing them and then healing them (19:22). The Lord disciplines those whom he loves. Further on in verse 25 we read’ ‘Blessed is Egypt my people’. Again this language was normally reserved for Israel. In that day Egypt will join Israel in worshipping the Lord, the only true God. They will turn away from idols, from objects of wood and stone that cannot save.  

2. Peace between the nations

The divine blessing upon Egypt is extended to Assyria (19:23-25). The Lord would bless Assyria calling them the ‘work of his hands’. These arch enemies battled each other for centuries along the highway that passed through Canaan. One day they would come together, the Assyrian into Egypt and the Egyptian into Assyria. They would come together, not to fight but to serve - presumably to serve the Lord. They would be at peace with one another because they would be serving the same God. That God would be the only true God, the God of Israel. What a great day this would be. Those listening to Isaiah must have found it hard to imagine such things happening. How could these warring nations ever be at peace, let alone walking hand in hand and serving the Lord?

When Jim Elliot and his colleagues went as missionaries to the Auca Indians in South America these tribal animists murdered them. In the grace of God other missionaries went back and these murderers accepted the gospel. In Jesus they became one with the people they had preciously hated and killed. This is the power of the gospel of Jesus Christ.  

In Isaiah 9:6 we read that the Messiah is called the Prince of peace. When Jesus was born the angels sang ‘Glory to God in the highest and on earth peace and goodwill toward men’ (Luke 2:14). In the Middle East peace talks continue. Peace marches and rallies continue around the world. Peace will come but not by talks and rallies. It will come through the gospel of Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ is our peace, who has made the two one, and has broken down the middle wall of separation (Eph 2:14). 

3. Blessing through Israel 

In that day Israel will be one of three with Egypt and Assyria, a blessing on the whole earth. The blessing upon Egypt and Assyria would come through ‘Israel, my inheritance’ (19:24-25). Did the people in Jerusalem listening to Isaiah realise how central they would be to the purpose of God in this world? 

Did the Israelites understand the purposes of God in this world? The great nations that mocked and ridiculed them would one day come to them to learn how to worship the true God. This small, insignificant nation would be instrumental in bringing about peace among the nations.

Is there a lesson here for us today? Do you understand the purposes of God in the world today? Do you realise your role in his purposes? The Messiah has come. Jesus is the Messiah or Christ of God. He began his ministry saying, ‘the time is fulfilled and the kingdom of God is at hand’ (Mark 1:15). The kingdom of God is the only kingdom that will remain. The church may be insignificant in the eyes of the world but not in the eyes of God. The church is central to God’s purposes. It is through the church that God will give blessings to the world. Jesus said, ‘I will build my church and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it’ (Mat 16:18). 

We hear a lot about building a better world, a better future for our children and grandchildren, but let the world know that that only way to a better future is in Jesus Christ. The only way to peace and security is in Jesus Christ. The only way to life, to everlasting life, is in Jesus Christ our Lord.    

Isaiah walks around naked                                                      Text: Isaiah 20
We have seen one regime after another topple under popular uprisings in the Middle East. What will be the next regime torn down? These regime changes are keeping foreign affairs departments very busy, both in the surrounding nations and on a global scale. The ruler of Egypt was an ally of America. What will the change mean to US foreign policy? As America looks to the Middle East she sees nations that are allies and nations that are enemies. As the nations look around they see America as a friend or an enemy. They see other nations as either allies or enemies.

Foreign affairs were much the same in the days of Isaiah. Even the small nation of Israel was caught up in this power play. Assyria was the superpower in the eighth century BC. Smaller nations like Syria and Israel forged an alliance to stand against Assyria. Judah refused to join; in fact it sided with Assyria. Egypt was still a major power and it stood against Assyria as it advanced. Some nations sided with Egypt against Assyria. Philistia was one of those nations. Some in Judah wanted to side with Egypt also (Isa 31:1). 

We come to the closing chapter of this section of the book of Isaiah, the section of prophecies against the nations that surrounded Judah. It is a short chapter like the closing chapter of the previous section (chapter 12). From speaking of future blessings on Egypt and Assyria at the end of chapter 19, this chapter comes back to the present. Before these divine blessings come there will be judgments upon Egypt. 

The Egypt of Isaiah’s day has been described as ‘a big mouthed, blustering power, believed in by the mob’. Such nations will be judged by the Lord. ‘Political alliance with Egypt was to be discouraged and that is what this chapter aims to do’. The prophet is directed to do this by means of an interesting object lesson as we will see shortly.

1. Sargon

‘In the year the commander -in- chief came to Ashdod, when Sargon the king of Assyria sent him’ (20:1). What is this all about? The Philistine city of Ashdod was just north of Gaza on the highway between Assyria and Egypt. The people of Ashdod rose up against their king, a man who was installed by Assyria. They put in place a pro-Egyptian king. Egypt was keen to have allies. They even wanted Judah as an ally as we saw in chapter 18 verse 2. Egypt and Cush were under joint rule at this time. 

Assyria was forced to act and crush this rebellion. King Sargon sent his military chief to deal with the situation. This was in the 711BC. Egypt did not come to the aid of Ashdod as the people expected, so they succumbed to Assyria. This served as a warning to Judah which was courting Egypt at the time. Egypt could not be trusted to come when help was needed. 

Isaiah was counselling Judah not to make alliances with Assyria or with Egypt but to trust in the Lord instead. Why did they need to go to other nations for help when God was able to help them? Had the Lord not saved them in the past? With great power he brought their forefathers out of Egypt. They were mere slaves living in the most powerful nation on earth at that time. The Lord not only brought them out but also destroyed Pharaoh and his great army in the sea. 

‘If God is for us who can be against us’ (Rom 8:31). We do not have a promise regarding our political kingdom, but we do have a promise regarding the spiritual kingdom to which we belong in Christ. We have a promise regarding the church, the body of Christ. We have a promise regarding our own salvation. We are saved by the grace of God- by grace alone through faith alone. God gave his only begotten Son to save us through his death on the cross. ‘It is God who justifies. Who is he who condemns? It is Christ who died and is also risen, who is even at the right hand of God, who also makes intercession for us’ (Rom 8:33-34).

We are all in a spiritual battle. This battle is much more important that any physical or political battle. Isaiah urged the people of God to trust in the Lord when they were threatened by their neighbours or by Assyria. The apostle Paul tells us to trust in the Lord when we are threatened by the devil and his agents. ‘We do not wrestle against flesh and blood but against principalities, against powers, against rulers of the darkness of this age’ (Eph 6:12).

In our parliament we see men and women getting stirred up about the things of this world. We see people out on the streets raising their voice about some worldly concern. But the greatest threat to us individually and as a society, is not worldly. It is spiritual. ‘The weapons of our warfare are not carnal but spiritual. They are mighty in God for bringing down every high thing that exalts itself against the knowledge of God’ (2Cor 10:4-5). 

Let everyone know that God is the one who will bring this world to its end. He will do so on the day that he has determined. The devil is trying to keep this truth hidden. He is the real enemy of human souls.

2. Sackcloth and sandals

At the same time as the king of Assyria was fighting in Ashdod, something strange was happening up in the hills of Judah. The prophet Isaiah had taken off his clothes and his sandals and was walking around naked. He was not crazy; the Lord had told him to do this as an object lesson and as a sign against Egypt.

It was not uncommon for prophets to be called by God to undertake some unusual action to reinforce their words. Hosea was told to marry an adulterous wife. Ezekiel was told to build a clay model of Jerusalem complete with siege works. He then lay on his side for 390 days facing this model as a sign to the house of Israel (Ezek 4:3). A prophet’s life was not an easy life. Indeed they often wore coarse clothing and lived in very basic conditions- as with John the Baptist.  

The Lord told Isaiah to remove the sackcloth he was wearing and to take off his sandals (20:2). Isaiah obeyed and walked around naked for three years. Coarse sackcloth was worn by people when they were mourning. Prophets commonly wore sackcloth, maybe because they were often bringing a message of divine judgment. Isaiah would have felt uncomfortable and humiliated as he went around naked and barefoot day after day. He may have worn a loincloth - the Hebrew word for naked can apply to partial nakedness says Allan Harman and others. 

3. Shame

Why would Isaiah walk around naked for three years? ‘For a sign and a wonder against Egypt and Ethiopia/Cush’ (20:3). He was demonstrating what it would be like for the people of Egypt when the king of Assyria led them away as prisoners. It was, and still is, common for prisoners of war to be humiliated by their captors. Prisoners are often dressed in humiliating outfits, or worse still are stripped and marched along naked.  

The picture was clear regarding Egypt. In the future, maybe a few years down the track, Egyptians would be led off ‘naked and barefoot with their buttocks uncovered’ (20:4). The Assyrians would show no respect for age, taking those too young and those too old for military service along with the rest. No greater shame could come upon Egypt and her people. The shame would not be confined to Egypt. Those who trusted in Egypt to help them would be left with egg on their face, as we say. Those who trusted in Cush and boasted in Egypt will be afraid and put to shame (20:5). 

Was Israel among those who trusted in Egypt?  Certainly they were tempted to do so. It was the people of Jerusalem who saw Isaiah’s object lesson. He was prophesying to the people of God of what would happen to Egypt at the same time as he was warning them against trusting in Egypt to come to their aid.  

The fact that Egypt failed to come to the aid of Ashdod should have caused Judah to stop and think about what Isaiah was saying. Seeing Isaiah walking around naked for three years should have made them stop and think about what the prophet was saying. The closing words of this chapter should have caused the people to stop and consider their ways. Where could they flee for deliverance from the king of Assyria? ‘How shall we escape’ (20:6)? 

How shall we escape? Do these words make you stop and consider your ways? How will you escape death? How will you escape the wrath of God and the fires of hell? The questions are the same because death is God's punishment for sin. The wrath of God is upon every single human being  because all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God (Rom 3:23). 

We are all descendants of Adam and therefore under the same divine condemnation that came upon him for disobeying the word of God. You were born in sin, and the default condition of your life is death. You do not need to do something terrible in order to die. You were born on the road to hell. The end of that road is fast approaching. “The day of the Lord will come as a thief in the night. When they say ‘peace and safety’ then sudden destruction comes on them… and they shall not escape. But you brothers are not in darkness, so that this day should overtake you as a thief” (1Thess 5:2-4). Is this true? Are you a child of the darkness - or of the light? 

‘Therefore we must give more earnest heed to the things that we have heard’ says the writer to the Hebrews (Heb 2:1). He goes on to say, ‘how shall we escape if we neglect such a great salvation’. There is no escape for those who are outside of Christ and not walking in the Spirit. ‘There is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved’ (Acts 4:12).   
Babylon is fallen                                                                      Text: Isaiah 21
‘Babylon is fallen, is fallen’ (21:9). In a vision recorded in the Book of Revelation, John saw an angel coming down from heaven and heard that angel cry out, ‘Babylon the great is fallen is fallen’ (Rev 18:2). How could Isaiah and John who were separated by 800 years of history have heard the same words? What did these words mean to them? Do these words mean anything to us today? If they had meaning for God’s people over eight centuries why should they not have meaning for the century in which we live? 

Babylon was real place in the days of Isaiah. It was becoming the most powerful city in the world – politically, commercially, and religiously. It was an ancient city. It went way back to the tower of Babel. It was here that men tried to make a name for themselves (Gen 11:4). It was here that people exalted themselves against God before God confused their language and scattered them over the whole world. The Babylon of Isaiah’s day was exalting itself against God. King Nebuchadnezzar boasted, ‘is not this great Babylon that I have built for a royal dwelling by my mighty power and in honour of my majesty’ (Dan 4:30). At these words God sent this king mad and drove him out of his palace. 

Babylon became symbolic of worldly power and glory. It became symbolic of the kingdoms of this world that oppose the kingdom of God. In the days of John the city of Rome was referred to as ‘Babylon’ because it was the seat of worldly power, of luxury and moral decadence – including homosexuality. Rome, like ancient Babylon, was also guilty of oppressing the people of God. The angel spoke to John not only of the fall of Rome but of the end of all the kingdoms of the world. When Jesus comes in all his glory all these kingdoms and all who trust in their kings will be destroyed. John heard another voice saying, 'Come out of her my people lest you share in her sins and lest you receive of her plagues’ (Rev 18:4). 

1. Distressing vision
Isaiah saw a burden against Babylon back in chapter 13. In these three chapters, namely 21-23, we find oracles against Babylon, Edom, Arabia, Jerusalem, and Tyre in a pattern that follows that of the preceding chapters. They appear to be oracles that come later in time, maybe around 701BC. 

We are calling this first oracle ‘against Babylon’ even though it is called ‘a burden against the Wilderness of the Sea’ (21:1). Babylon is not named until verse 9. The name Wilderness of the Sea is cryptic- not unlike the names we find in the Book of Revelation. Why is Babylon called the Wilderness? Desert of the Sea? It was on the Euphrates River and not far from the Persian Gulf. Maybe it was much closer to the gulf in earlier days. Babylon would be destroyed and become a wasteland according to the earlier prophecy (13:19-22). When Isaiah had this vision it troubled him. He saw a whirlwind coming from the desert, from a terrible land (21:1). Whirlwinds come suddenly and leave behind a path of devastation. You may have seen pictures of them racing across the plains in America. 

In the Bible the prophet Ezekiel had a vision in which he saw a whirlwind.  He saw things in the whirlwind that indicated it was a picture of the Lord coming in judgment. Isaiah was distressed at what he saw. He saw the treacherous and looting Babylonians coming under attack. He heard the cry go out to Elam and to Media to go up and lay siege to Babylon (21:2).

Babylon made everyone groan under the weight of its oppression. The Lord was going to make this groaning cease. Elam and Media were enemies to the east of Babylon. History, and the Bible itself, tells us that Darius the Mede came and conquered Babylon in 539BC (Dan 5:30-31). 

Isaiah was distressed and filled with dismay at what he saw and heard in this vision. He became weak with fear. Pain gripped his body, pain like that of a woman giving birth. His heart almost failed because he was frightened near to death (21:4). Daniel had a similar response to a vision he saw. He fainted and was sick for days (Dan 8:27). 

Clearly these visions from the Lord were powerful. Even though Babylon would do terrible things to the people of God, and take many like Daniel into exile, it was still a shock for the prophet to see what was going to happen to Babylon. The destruction of this city and this empire would be sudden and catastrophic. It would mean the end of the world superpower. Many would be glad to regain their freedom but there would also be uncertainty. What would replace this power? Maybe this uncertainty contributed to Isaiah’s fear.

The violence associated with the overthrow of brutal regimes in the Middle East today is cause for distress among the people of God. They are escaping from a tyrant, but will they end up being persecuted by another tyrant? We must pray for our brothers and sisters in the church in these troubled nations. We must pray that the darkness of the dominant religion will not increase. We give thanks to the Lord for his mercy and power in delivering some into a new nation where the church is strong. 

They set the tables and sit down to eat and drink (21:5). They send the watchman to the tower while they feast and have fun. King Belshazzar made a great feast for a thousand of his friends in the last days of Babylon- the last day in fact (Dan 5:1). It was during this feast that he saw the writing on the wall. It was that very night that Darius the Mede quietly entered Babylon by diverting a stream. That very night Belshazzar was slain and the Medes and Persians (Media and Elam) took over the kingdom.

Isaiah spoke of these things over 150 years before they happened. The prophet Jeremiah also spoke of the destruction of Babylon. ‘I will repay Babylon and all the people of Chaldea for all the evil they have done in Zion in your sight’ says the Lord. ‘Babylon will become a heap. A dwelling place for jackals’ (Jer 51:24,37).

Isaiah was a faithful prophet telling the people all that God spoke to him. ‘That which I have heard from the Lord of hosts …I have declared’ (21:10). The apostle Paul told the people in Ephesus, ‘I have not avoided declaring to you the whole counsel of God’ (Acts 20:27). I was tempted to avoid preaching from this passage today. But the Lord keeps me going on preaching the whole counsel of God. If all you understand from this passage is this point you will be blessed. Some ministers preach topics from various passages, which is okay. But beware those who always preach on a certain topic and avoid difficult or unpleasant passages. In particular avoid those who avoid talking about sin, the wrath of God and the judgment to come. Isaiah was not such a preacher; nor was the apostle Paul.

The Lord said to Isaiah, ‘Go, set a watchman’ (21:6). ‘I stand continually on the watchtower’ he said (21:8).  Someone, maybe Isaiah himself, was to keep watch on Babylon to see the words of the Lord fulfilled. They were to watch for a chariot of horses or donkeys or camels coming with news. The watchman will cry out, ‘A lion, my Lord’. This may refer to the cry of a shepherd when a lion attacks the sheep.

2. Babylon is fallen

‘Look, here comes a man in a chariot’ (21:9). The man told the watchman in Jerusalem, ‘Babylon is fallen, is fallen’. In graphic detail Isaiah spoke of the future downfall of Babylon - even before it had risen up to overtake Assyria as a superpower. Egypt had fallen, Assyria would soon fall and Babylon would also fall. The Lord would use Babylon to fulfil his purposes with regard to Jerusalem. But because of their arrogance and unbelief he would later destroy them. 

Every nation that exalts itself against the Lord will be brought down by the Lord. As Daniel told the king of Babylon, God ‘changes the seasons and the times, He removes kings and raises up kings’ (Dan 2:21). God did this in the past and he does so today. Is this what you believe? Do you find comfort in the truth that God is sovereign over all the nations still today?

Remember also what we are told in Revelation 18 about Babylon. ‘Come out of her my people lest you share in her sins’ (Rev 18:4). The kingdoms of this world will all come to an end. If your life is tied up with these kingdoms; if you are pursuing the things of this world with all your heart, all your soul and all your mind, you will go down with these kingdoms. Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and love him with all your heart, all your soul, and all your mind, and you will be saved. 

Babylon is fallen. The political, commercial and religious capital of the world would be brought down. There is no salvation in politics. There is no salvation in commerce. No amount of money can save your soul (Ps 49). Even the religions of Babylon would come crashing down. Babylon was filled with carved images- images of gods and of men. King Nebuchadnezzar made an enormous image of himself. All these would be shattered when the Lord suddenly and unexpectedly stretched out his hand against Babylon. 

3. Burdens against Edom and Arabia

The chapter concludes with two short oracles against Dumah and Arabia. Dumah means ‘silence’ or even ‘death’. It is a cryptic name for Edom or Seir after it is judged. The people of Edom were descendants of Esau the brother of Jacob or Israel. They were brothers but enemies. Someone calls out, ‘watchmen what is left of the night’ (21: 11). They were suffering and looking for deliverance from a major power. Even if this comes it will be only a brief respite. 

The Arabians were descendants of Ishmael, the son of Abraham. Kedar was one of Ishmael’s sons- as was Tema (Gen 25:13). These tribes lived in the desert. The place called ‘Tema’ was an oasis. They were traders and they were often wealthy. But within a year their pomp and glory would come to an end. 

These oracles indicate that when Babylon falls these nations will also suffer- unless they return or come back to the Lord (21:12). God’s judgment is always just. Those who repent will find him gracious and forgiving. But those who refuse to repent can be certain of God’s judgment. ‘For the Lord God of Israel has spoken’ (21:17)

Judgment on Jerusalem                                                     Text: Isaiah 22:1-14
The book of Isaiah begins with words of warning to the people of God. The prophet spoke of divine judgment that was coming upon them because of their sin. ‘Alas, sinful nation, a people weighed down with sin, a brood of evil doers, children who are corrupters! They have forsaken the Lord; they have provoked him to anger’ (1:4). 

God will judge the nations surrounding Israel, including the superpowers of the day. He will bring down kings and raise up kings to fulfil his purposes. God’s purposes in the world centred upon Israel because from this nation, from the descendants of David, would come the Messiah. But this was no reason for Israel to become complacent. They must not think that God would overlook their sin. They could not start worshipping other gods without consequences. Their sin would provoke the Lord to anger for he is a jealous God. God is just and he will judge justly. 

Yet God is patient. Time and again he forgave his people when they repented and returned to him. This happened during the years when Moses led them through the wilderness. Even when they made the golden calf God did not destroy them. Here in the days of Isaiah we see the prophet speaking again and again to the people, urging them to return to the Lord. They saw God’s judgment upon the other nations- or at least heard what God was going to do to them. Israel should stop and consider their ways in the light of God’s words. They must ask, ‘How shall we escape?’ (20:6).

Chapter 22 begins ‘The burden against the valley of vision’. This is a title found again in verse 5. It refers to Jerusalem. This oracle is against the people of God in Jerusalem. Why was Jerusalem called, ‘the valley of vision’? It is hard to say. Maybe it was because Isaiah had these visions from the Lord, or maybe it was a somewhat sarcastic reference to the lack of vision or foresight by the people. 

This prophecy was spoken during the time Hezekiah was king in Jerusalem- maybe around 701BC. But this does not mean it necessarily refers to events at that time. The primary reference may be to the time when the Assyrians attacked Jerusalem (1Kings 18), or it may be to the time when the Babylonians came and destroyed the city and took the survivors into exile (586BC). Some aspects of the prophecy fit this later time more neatly. The prophecy could have a dual application. It still has lessons for us today.

1. Jubilation

Jerusalem is asked a question. What is the matter with you now that you have all gone up to the housetops? (22:1). What was their problem? They were a confused lot. It seems they were on the housetops celebrating. What were they celebrating? There was really nothing to celebrate. The prophet said it was a time for weeping not celebrating. There was a lot of noise and merry making but for what reason? They were behaving like the Babylonians who were eating and drinking in a wild party when they were overrun by Darius the Mede (21:5). Babylonians were ignorant pagans. God expected his people to know better. He expected them to be able to see what God was doing in their midst, particularly when the prophet was telling them!

‘Your slain are not killed with the sword’ (22:2). The prophet describes complete capitulation in the city. There was no resistance because the leaders fled. They were taken, as it were, without a shot being fired. When the Babylonians came this is what happened. King Zedekiah and all the soldiers fled by night, but they were caught (2Kings 25). On the other hand the celebrating may have been associated with the brief respite that Jerusalem had when Hezekiah paid off the Assyrians (2Kings 18:16). 

Isaiah condemned this unseemly joy and revelry. He told them to look away while he wept bitterly (22:4). He wept because he knew what was going to happen. He would not be consoled. He knew that the city, the city of God, would be plundered and destroyed. The people knew this also because he told them. He told them again and again but they did not listen. This was not a time for joy. It was the day of God’s judgment. 

2. Judgment 

It was not a day for jubilation but a day for weeping. The Lord, the LORD of hosts, said it was a day of tumult, trampling and turbulence (22:5). There is alliteration like this in the Hebrew. The LORD of hosts is the Lord Almighty. The names here are firstly 'adonai’- Lord in small letters- and then 'Yahweh' – LORD in capitals. This is a solemn word from Almighty God. He has set a day for judgment, here described as a day of turmoil and treading down in the valley of vision. 

‘It shall come to pass that your choicest valleys shall be full of chariots and the horsemen will take their post at the gate’ (22:7). Infantry and cavalry will come from Elam and Kir to attack Jerusalem. They will break down the wall and cries will go out to the mountains, maybe cries for salvation. Elam was a nation east of Babylon and Kir was probably in that region also. These nations may have supplied men to the Babylonian army before they themselves overthrew Babylon (21:2). What the prophet saw of the future was cause for weeping not celebration. 

‘He removed the covering of Judah’ (22:8). This covering may refer to the veil of ignorance, but more likely it refers to the Lord removing his divine protection of Jerusalem. God’s people enjoy God’s provision and God’s protection. God is like a shepherd, both providing for his flock and protecting them. It is utter foolishness to turn away from the Good Shepherd.   

Yet this is what the people did. They wanted to go it alone. They did not want God’s help. This is what rebellion means. This is just what people say when they reject Jesus Christ. They say they can live without any help from Jesus. They do not come to worship. They do not pray. Many simply ignore Jesus – which is the same as rejecting him.

In his grace God sends sunshine and rain, enabling even unbelievers to live - and have their parties. But it is all futile, as the wise man says in Ecclesiastes; ‘Meaningless, meaningless, everything is meaningless’. We all end up in the grave. Death makes life meaningless. It is only when we know Jesus who has overcome death for us that life becomes meaningful. We will see more of this shortly. 

When Jerusalem came under attack the people looked to their own resources and not to the Lord. They looked to the weapons stored in the House of the Forest, the armoury built by King Solomon (22:8). They looked to the defense of the city, the city of David. There were many weak places in the wall. They did an inventory of the houses and broke down some in order to strengthen the city wall. They set out to secure the city’s water supply. This was a problem when the city was under siege. King Ahaz was out checking the aqueduct from the upper pool when Isaiah found him (7:3). Hezekiah made a tunnel to bring water into the city (2Chron 32:30). 

The people got very busy when the city was threatened. See how often the word ‘you’ occurs in verse 8-11. They did many things to save themselves but failed to do the most important thing of all. What was that? ‘You did not look to its maker’ (22:11). They did not listen to the words of Psalm 121 which says, ‘where does my help come from, my help comes from the Lord, maker of heaven and earth’.

3. Grieve

In that day the Lord, the Lord Almighty called for weeping and mourning (22:12). He called for repentance and returning to the Lord. ‘Come now you rich, weep and howl for the miseries that are coming upon you!’ We read these words in the NT, in the book of James chapter 5. James called for the people of God to stop lusting after the things of the world and turn to God. ‘Lament, mourn and weep’; he said. ‘Let your laughter be turned to mourning and your joy to gloom. Humble yourself before the Lord and he will lift you up’ (James 4:9-10). 

These are solemn words, words appropriate to the people in Jerusalem in Isaiah’s day, and to people in the church today. Do we in the church realise just how worldly we have become? Do we trust in our own resources and our own strength as we battle against the devil and his agents? Do we even realise we are in a spiritual battle?

It was blessing to attend a Christian funeral recently. A funeral is a solemn occasion, an occasion to remember our own mortality and a time to ‘number our days’ as the Psalmist says. It is an occasion for thanksgiving and for hope when it is the death of a believer. On the other hand it is disturbing to see some funerals turn into celebrations and parties. Such behaviour demonstrates ignorance about life and death and displays utter hopelessness.

Just like Babylonians the people of Jerusalem kept on with their feasting. The kept on with their eating and drinking when they should have been weeping and mourning because of the disaster that was just around the corner. They said, ‘Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die’ (22: 13). We still hear these words today. What a terrible saying this is. The apostle Paul quoted this saying to those who deny the resurrection (1Cor 15:32). If the dead do not rise then eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow you die. There is certain logic in the saying - a tragic logic. Tragic because the truth is we all die and we will all rise again to face divine judgment. 

Isaiah had a solemn final word to say. Again the word was the word of the Lord, the Lord Almighty. ‘Surely this sin will not be atoned for till you die’ (22:14). This was like sin against the Holy Spirit. To make light of the warnings from the Lord is a very serious matter. God will not be mocked. ‘He who sows to the flesh will of the flesh reap destruction; he who sows to the Spirit will of the Spirit reap eternal life’ (Gal 6:7).    

Judgment on Shebna                                                         Text: Isaiah 22:15-25
Isaiah spoke words of judgment against Jerusalem and the various nations surrounding Israel. He spoke against the kings of these nations and against the king of Israel in Jerusalem. He told king Ahaz, ‘the Lord will bring the king of Assyria upon you and your people’ (7:17). But here in the second half of chapter 22 Isaiah is given a message for two individual men who were not kings. 

This is the only time Isaiah prophecies against individuals. The Lord Almighty told the prophet to go to a man called Shebna and tell him that God was going to judge him. He would be brought down and another man called Eliakim would be raised up to take his place. 

1. Shebna and naked ambition

Who was Shebna and why did the Lord have a message specifically for him? Shebna was steward over the house of the king. He was second in charge to the king. With emphasis on the word ‘this’, he is called ‘this steward’ in a somewhat derogatory manner (22:15). Hezekiah was king at this time. Shebna is referred to later in this book as the scribe, with Eliakim being over the household (36:3). In 2Kings he is also referred to as a scribe (2Kings 18:37). Clearly he was demoted at some time, as indicated in this prophecy. This prophecy speaks of further demotion with complete removal of this man from the land.   

What was Shebna’s background? He is not introduced with any family lineage; in contrast to Eliakim, the son of Hilkiah. His name is a foreign name, possibly Aramean. Others suggest he was an Egyptian and that he led the pro-Egyptian lobby within the court of King Hezekiah. Maybe he was afraid of losing his prized burial place if Jerusalem fell!

What sort of person was Shebna? Isaiah was sent to him to say, ‘what have you here, and who have you here? (22: 16). In short, ‘who do you think you are and what do you think you are doing’. Shebna no doubt would have replied like that politician who said to the waiter, ‘don’t you know who I am?’ She was a very important person in her own eyes; but few remember her name now. 

Shebna was ‘this steward’. He had apparently risen through the ranks of the public service. He was very ambitious, not for the king or the country but for himself. He was striving for status in society. He was using his position to feather his own nest as we say. His main concern seems somewhat strange to us. He was concerned to have a good funeral and respectable grave. He was carving out a tomb for himself high up on the rocky slope. He wanted to be buried higher than anyone else.

This was not such a strange thing in that society, although there is a sense of tragic irony in a man aspiring to status even in death. Kings had a special cemetery of their own. It was a disgrace for them not to be buried in the royal cemetery, as appears to have been the case with Uzziah who had leprosy (2Chron 26:23). Shebna coveted a tomb worthy of a king even if he could not make it to the royal cemetery.  

This was not all. Shebna’s desire for recognition and status in society led him to glory in his chariots. He must have been like Queen Esther’s nemesis, Haman. Haman was desperate to be honoured by everyone. He wanted to wear the king’s robe and parade down the street on the king’s horse. He was judged even more severely than Shebna for being a proud, selfish and ruthless man.

Isaiah told Shebna that the Lord would throw him away, far away. This may be back to the country he came from, or maybe into exile in Babylon where he would die. He would not be buried in the tomb that he was carefully carving out for himself in this prominent place. ‘I will drive you out of your office and oust you from your position’ said the Lord (22:19). Far from having a glorious future Shebna would fall and be covered in disgrace.

Some men today may aspire to a state funeral, but most are like the executive who simply wanted the best house in the street. You may recall this man who diverted material and labour from Coles stores to renovations on his own house. When he was discovered he was of course sacked and made to pay up for his corruption. On the other hand, you may not recall this man because there have been so many others to fall like him – and they are still falling. Is this not divine judgment?

The wisdom of the Bible is shunned by many but listen to what the Bible says. ‘The plans of the heart belong to man, but the answer of the tongue is from the Lord’ (Prov 16:1). And again, ‘The Lord detests all the proud of heart. Be sure of this: they will not go unpunished’ (Prov 16:5). Let everyone take heed to these words of wisdom. In the NT we similarly find words of warning for those striving after riches and status in this world. ‘Come now you rich, weep and howl for your miseries that are coming upon you’ (James 5:1).

2. Eliakim 

The second individual referred to in this prophecy is Eliakim, the son of Hilkiah (22:20). This man had a heritage in Israel. This man is called ‘my servant’, not ‘this steward’. This man is the one who would replace the disgraced Shebna. Eliakim will be given all the honour, the authority and the responsibility that comes with the position of chief steward. Shebna took the honour without the responsibility. 

Eliakim is spoken of as a father to the people of Jerusalem (22: 21). What a beautiful picture of a national leader, or in this case the second in charge. He is the father of the nation. What a contrast we see between two African leaders, namely Nelson Mandela and Robert Mugabe. Mandela is often spoken of as the father of the nation. No one ever calls Mugabe the father of the nation. He is the corrupt, cruel, self-serving leader that almost everyone hates. Shame and disgrace are not far off for him. 

The Lord called Eliakim my servant. He would be like a father to the people. We call God our Father- our Father in heaven. Jesus is called the servant – the servant king. Jesus said, ‘the Son of man came not to be served but to serve and give his life a ransom for many’ (Mark 10:45). How blessed you are if you by faith know this wonderful servant king. 

You know how Jesus lived in this world. He served the poor and needy. He did not exploit them. He was like a shepherd looking after the sheep. Jesus rejected Satan’s suggestions of self-serving glory in this world. The way of humility and of serving was the way to heavenly glory. Are you following Jesus on this pathway to heavenly glory or are you seeking short lived earthly glory?

On the shoulder of Eliakim would be placed the key to the house of David (22:22). While this may not be a direct messianic passage, it does have messianic overtones; as one commentator writes, ‘it does allow for some measure of messianic use of the terms’. Clearly God's servant would be given great authority and responsibility in the nation. The government would rest upon his shoulder (9:7).  

Eliakim would carry the key to the house of David. This house was the one from which Messiah would come. It was the house which the Lord God was preserving even as he removed his protection from the holy city, making way for its destruction. This key, and this key alone, would open the way to this divinely chosen house.

This image of the key is behind that of the church and the keys to the kingdom of God (Mat 16:19). It lies behind the description of the Lord Jesus in the message given to the church at Philadelphia (Rev 3:7). A father figure is further pictured as a peg on which things are hung. Eliakim will be like a peg in a secure place. ‘He will become a glorious throne in his father’s house’ (22:23). They will hang on him all this glory.

The narrative changes from poetry to prose at this point, even though the peg remains the subject. With this change there is a change of focus also. The peg faces the danger of being broken. Words of warning are given to Eliakim. What danger faces this peg? Eliakim would become second in charge. He was a local man with many friends and relatives. These are pictured a little vessels that want to hang off this peg. These are the ‘hanger-oners’ that threatened the security of this peg. 

Shebna was a foreigner. He cared for no one but himself. He must have been okay at his job but he did everything with this selfish motive. He was a mercenary. He was a man of naked ambition. Eliakim on the other hand would face the danger of nepotism. He would compromise his position by favouritism towards family and friends. It is very hard for leaders to resist such favouritism. But it leads to injustice and then to an erosion of integrity and authority, and finally to a shameful fall. 

I once worked in an institution that was a hotbed of nepotism. Almost every second staff member was related to the principal. Many of these were not even qualified for their positions. This man maintained his position by such favouritism, but few respected him.   

Naked ambition for worldly wealth and status usually leads to corruption and oppression of the poor. Such leaders are a curse to their country, their company or their community. Nepotism is also a curse. Either or both of these curses afflicted nations in the past. These same curses are afflicting nations in the Middle East today. 

Naked ambition and nepotism are a curse to the house of God. Remember that God hates dishonest gain. God resists the proud but give grace to the humble. Remember that God also hates favouritism. Let us heed the warning given in this passage and many other passages of Scripture. Let us rejoice that Jesus is the truth and that in his family there are no favourites. ‘You are all one in Christ Jesus’ (Gal 3:28).

Judgment of Tyre                                                                           Text: Isaiah 23
Have you ever visited Singapore or looked at it on a map? Flying into this city/state you see a harbour packed with ships of all sizes. Singapore has very little land. Its economy is based on trade. It is a prosperous city because of this trade. The ancient city of Tyre similarly prospered because of trade. It was on the coast with very little land. It was on the coast of Phoenicia or Lebanon. Part of the city was on a rocky island about one kilometre off shore. This made it very difficult for invaders to capture; there were different invaders over the centuries. The northern border of Israel reached to this coastal city in the days of David and Solomon. 

Tyre was also a bit like London. Not only was it a centre for trade and commerce, it also established colonies. Many British colonies were established for the purpose of trade. Tyre it seems had a colony in Tarshish, thought to be a place in Spain. It also had a colony in Carthage in North Africa. 

As the hub of trade in the Mediterranean, the people of the city were focused on one thing - money. With money comes lots of evil. As the Bible says, ‘the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil’. As a port city with lots of sailors about it was renowned for other forms of trade and vice. 

1. Reports 

‘Wail you ships of Tarshish!’ (23:1,14). The first part of the chapter begins and ends with these words. This is a call to lament for Tyre because it is destroyed. The houses and the harbour of the city were destroyed. Just why the ships were ‘ships of Tarshish’ is not clear. Maybe it was because Tarshish was their destination. Many of the ships were taking grain from Egypt to Europe. 

The sailors were the first to be affected by the fall of Tyre. The men on the ships would weep and wail when Tyre was crushed. They would get the message while in Cyprus on their way to Tyre. They would be left high and dry we might say! The traders would also be affected by the fall of Tyre. The merchants of Sidon are told, ‘Be still’, along with other traders in the coastal cities of the Mediterranean (23:2). These cities had depended on the trade that went through Tyre. They had in fact become rich through this sea trade. They were filled with plenty. But their businesses would suddenly come to a standstill. Much of the cargo was from the Nile delta. It was here that grain was produced to feed the people of Europe in those days. The buyers and sellers of this produce operated in Tyre, and to a lesser extent in Sidon.

Sidon was on the same coast of Phoenicia as Tyre, just 40km north. They were sister cities, often linked together in the Bible. Jesus spoke of both in Matthew 11:21-22. The merchants of Sidon had become rich through this maritime trade. Now Sidon was told to be ashamed because the sea had spoken (23:4). The sea in fact had become silent because the ships had stopped sailing. The sea was grieving like a bereaved mother. Her children were gone and there was no hope of having any more. Why the shame? Riches in and of themselves are not evil, but the things often associated with them are. We are left to imagine the amount of money that was pocketed though deals –often dishonest! 

One method of making money was through hoarding. Merchants in many places today resort to this practice. As soon as a non-perishable product becomes scarce the price starts to go up and traders are tempted to hoard the product till the price goes up more. This has the effect of further increasing the price. Sugar, onions, and similar products were often hoarded in India, even though it was illegal.  

Sailors, merchants, and finally farmers were given the report about the destruction of Tyre. The farmers or producers were in Egypt. They also would be terribly upset and anxious when they heard the report. They would suddenly be left with barns full of grain that they could not export. They would be like the cattle producers in the north when their export trade was suddenly stopped. 

The destruction of Tyre and its harbour would have repercussions around the world. The prophet intended for all that would be affected to hear the report from him first. Not only would they get advanced notice- if they listened to his words- they would also hear the reason for the sudden downfall of the thriving city Tyre.

2. Reason

Why would this ancient city of Tyre be destroyed? In verse 6-14 we are told why and how it will be destroyed. The city of Tyre dated back to 2000BC and before. The people became rich because of trading. Where there is money there will be parties and revelry (23:7). Where there is money there will be all sorts of evil. God hates evil and he will act to bring evil to an end. 

Who was behind the destruction of Tyre? Who planned its downfall? ‘The Lord Almighty has purposed it’ (23:9). The Lord planned to judge Tyre because of her pride. ‘When the successful grow proud they grow corrupt and self-sufficient’. They say they have no need of God. This city was filled with the glory of man, but void of the glory of God. 

The people of Tyre were busy handing out honours to one another. They crowned someone king but did not stop there. They probably crowned beauty queens, top athletes and sportsmen, as well as top businessmen and anyone else they could think of. Maybe they gave a crown to the top garbage collector. Everyone in the city was after some sort of crown. It was called the crowning city (23:8).

This was the outcome of their pride. Everyone wanted to be somebody in the eyes of the world. The Lord would suddenly change all this. The honourable would become dishonourable. The famous one day would be infamous the next. Men of renown would become men of contempt and ridicule – all because the Lord opposes the proud.

Not only the Lord, but the poor also hate rich and proud people who oppress them. The wealthy men of Tyre were probably exploiting the producers and all who worked for them. While the fall of Tyre would be a shock and bring financial loss initially, it would mean freedom for the people of Tarshish and Egypt. These colonies would become free from oppression by Tyre. Many countries suffered financially when they became free of a colonial power but they rejoiced in being independent. 

The daughter of Tarshish was told, ‘flow over your land like the Nile’ (23:10). They could spread their wings now that the restraints of Tyre had been removed. The Lord was stretching out his hand over the sea to shake the kingdoms of the region (23:11). A new world order was coming, an order in which this city on the coast of Canaan would no longer be a player.  

The Lord ‘purposed’ the downfall of Tyre, but how would he accomplish his plan? Would he bring an earthquake or a tsunami against it? We have seen the devastation caused by such ‘natural disasters’ of late. The Lord would bring an army to destroy Tyre. ‘Behold, the land of the Chaldeans or Babylonians’ (23: 13). The Assyrians are also mentioned in this verse but the preferred reading of verse 13 is: ‘behold the land of the Chaldeans, this was the people. It was not the Assyrians that appointed her (Tyre) for wild beasts…’.  

The King of Babylon captured the city of Tyre around the same time as he captured Jerusalem- that is in 587BC. ‘To all intents and purposes this was the capture of the city that sealed its destiny’, even though it was attacked many times during its history.  

3. Return

Isaiah prophesied not only of the ruin of Tyre but also of its restoration. ‘At the end of seventy years the Lord will deal with Tyre. She will return to her hire…’ (23: 17). Some suggest that seventy years is symbolic; the combination of seven and ten representing completeness. This may be so but it is the number of years that Israel would spend in exile (Jer 29:10). The return of Israel came at the end of the Babylonian dynasty- ‘in the days of one king or kingdom’ (23: 15). Both returns will be the Lord’s doing. 

The return of Tyre would not be accompanied by reform. Sadly God’s punishment upon people or nations does not always bring about a change of heart. Too often we see a hardening of hearts. Let this not be the case with our own hearts. God purposes of course will not be thwarted. Tyre would return to her old ways, though with some differences. Isaiah quotes a strange little ditty telling of a forgotten harlot or prostitute (23: 16). An old prostitute struggles for business. She has to make a lot of noise about the place in order to be remembered or attract attention. 

Tyre will return to her old ways doing business in this world like a prostitute; but things will be different. A major difference will be that, ‘her gain and her pay will be set apart for the Lord’ (23:18). The proceeds of prostitution were not allowed to be brought to the house of the Lord under Mosaic Law (Deut 23:18). The Lord detests ill-gotten gain. It is interesting to see how much ‘guilt’ money is brought to the church or given to humanitarian causes. Such practices are not condoned by Isaiah. 

What we see here is money set apart for the Lord (23:18). The words ‘set apart’ remind us of Joshua and the taking of the land from the Canaanites.  Whatever was captured had to be dedicated or set apart to the Lord. Everything belongs to the Lord because he made everything. People who want to store up gold thinking it belongs to them are mistaken. It belongs to the Lord. One day the Lord will gather up all that is his. 

All will give it up when they die. Some will give it up beforehand. People who refuse to give to the Lord what is due to him – like their tithe- often find the money going from their purse in unexpected or unpleasant ways. Jesus said, ‘Give to Caesar what is Caesars, and to God what is Gods’.  

The future profits of Tyre will be set apart for the Lord. They will go towards feeding and clothing those who ‘dwell before the Lord’ (23:18). Isaiah told of other nations that would bring their gifts to Zion, namely Moab and Ethiopia (16:1, 18:7). 

The Lord Almighty is worthy of gifts from all nations. All the nations are his and everything in those nations belongs to him. One day people from all the nations will come to the Lord bringing gifts and offerings with them. They will do this to express their thanks to the Lord for all he has done for them. Is this not what our offerings are all about? Come into the house of the Lord and bring your gifts with you. ‘The Lord has done great things for us and we are glad’ (Ps 126:3).     

Judgment on heaven and earth                                                      Text: Isaiah 24
In my backyard is a large bucket. It is there because I have a large dog. As I clean up after the dog the bucket gets filled. The time comes when I have to upend the bucket and remove the foul smelling contents. Sometimes I have to give the bucket a good shake to empty it. 

‘Behold the Lord makes the earth empty and makes it waste, and turns it upside down and scatters abroad its inhabitants’ (24:1 KJV). Isaiah was speaking about the final judgment of the earth. It will be emptied of its inhabitants with a violent shaking. The inhabitants of the earth will be burned like refuse in a fire because of their filthy sin. Sin makes the earth unclean. All our righteous deeds are like filthy rags (Isa 64:6). The apostle Paul saw all his good works as refuse or dung (Phil 3:8).  

My backyard picture is not that far removed from what the prophet portrays. As one commentator writes, ‘the mental picture that the prophet had of the judgment and that caused him to dwell so insistently on the over great terror of the event must have been overpowering. It still reminds us that men may be much inclined to underestimate the scope of this great event’. Let us not be among such men or women. Let us not be like the general population in the days of Noah. Rather let us learn from that great judgment event of the past and from what the prophet tells us here. The judgment he speaks of is still to come. 

We come in chapter 24 to a new section of this book. In the last section (chapter 13-23) we saw God’s judgment on the nations, and on Jerusalem itself. This judgment was often in the near future with Assyrian, Babylonian or Persian armies inflicting destruction. Although this chapter is a new section, it can also be seen as a summary or extension of the previous chapters. The judgment of God extends to all the earth, and it is the judgment to end all judgments or the end time judgment that Isaiah speaks about here. 

These four chapters (24-27) are often spoken of as ‘Isaiah’s apocalypse’. While they certainly speak of the end time they are not really apocalyptic like parts of Daniel or the book of Revelation. There is no vision or symbolism here. Isaiah continues with prophecy, extending this all the way to the consummation.

1. Chaos in humanity 1-13

Isaiah writes of terrible upheaval upon the earth, upheaval that is the result of human sin. He writes about the inhabitants of all the earth, not just the people of a particular nation or race. He makes this very clear in the poetry of verse 2. The judgment of God will be the same for people and priest, for servant and master, for maid and mistress, and so on.

‘The land will be utterly emptied and utterly plundered according to the word of the Lord’ (24: 3). Throughout this chapter we will find these words of absoluteness- 'utterly', 'completely'. Sin is so deceptive it tells us we are not so bad. We see others doing terrible things and say we are not like that. Furthermore, we see terrible things happening to other people and say such things will not happen to us. We see others dying and somehow think that   this will not happen to us. We may even accept that sinners go to hell when they die but tell ourselves we are not really sinners.

Sin makes us very one eyed in our thinking. Sin makes us think in relative terms. Isaiah opens our eyes to the reality of God’s judgment. He puts things in very black and white or absolute terms. There will be no excuses and no escape on that day. All will stand before the judgment seat of Christ, even those long since lost at sea. All will have to give account to Christ. Only those whose names are written in the Book of Life will be saved from the lake of fire (Rev 20:12f).  

The world is in a mess. The empty city or ‘the city of confusion is broken down’ (22:10). The house is shut up so that none may go in. Whether they have fled the city altogether is not clear. But clearly the city is in chaos. All joy has ceased. The new wine fails because the vines have dried up. There is no more music or jubilation in this city of chaos and confusion. Whatever drinks the people get is bitter. They drink in sorrow, not in joy. 

The city here represents the whole earth. Isaiah had earlier spoken of Tyre, Babylon, Jerusalem and other cities being destroyed. He spoke of terrible things happening in cities that were under siege. He now speaks of the whole world being under siege. ‘The earth mourns and withers; the world languishes and withers’ (24:4). The high and mighty individuals languish with the poor and destitute. When the world is laid waste by the Lord, the rich and proud will languish along with the rest.  

What is the cause of this terrible devastation on the earth? The earth is defiled under its inhabitants because they have transgressed the laws (20:5). In breaking God’s laws the people defiled or polluted the earth. Human beings violated God’s holy law and broke the everlasting covenant. Humanity itself is the reason for the destruction of the whole earth, including every human being. ‘The Lord saw that the wickedness of man was very great in the earth and that every thought of his heart was evil continually’ (Gen 6:5). In the days of Noah, God looked down on the earth and what did he see? He saw rampant corruption and violence. He cleansed the earth with the flood. After the flood he made an everlasting covenant with Noah and his descendants and every living thing (Gen 9:16). He made the rainbow a sign of this covenant, promising never to destroy the earth again by flood. While the rainbow reminds us of this promise, it also reminds us that God is holy and powerful and will judge the wicked.  

It is pollution of hearts and minds that the Lord sees and hates, not just the pollution of the environment. ‘The whole creation groans and labours with birth pangs, until the sons of God are revealed’ (Rom 8:19, 22). We should share the Lord’s horror of pollution, the pollution in our own hearts and the hearts of others. Remember that the Lord will one day cleanse the earth of this pollution.  

‘Therefore the curse has devoured the earth’ - the curse of God upon sin. ‘Therefore the inhabitants of the earth are burned’ - the earth is reserved for fire (2Peter 3:7). ‘And few men are left’ (20:6). In the midst of universal judgment Isaiah speaks of a few men left, or of a remnant that escapes. He goes on to speak of the shaking of the olive tree and the gleaning of grapes (24:13). After the harvest a few, very few, olives or grapes remain.  After the judgment a few people remain. Only those whose names are in the Book of Life will be saved from the lake of fire.

2. Cry of praise 14-16  

‘Overwhelming as the judgments are, the dominant note is joy, welling up in the songs which frequently break into this prophecy’; so wrote one commentator. Verses 14 to 16 are the first case of a song of joy breaking into this prophecy of judgment. 

‘They shall lift up their voice and they shall sing for joy’ (24:14).  They will sing for the majesty of the Lord and for his glory. Who are these singing for joy? Presumably they are the remnant that escapes the fires of hell. On the Day of Judgment, ‘the righteous will be vindicated and by such vindication the ‘majesty of the Lord’ will be openly displayed on the earth’. When he was saved through the flood Noah built an altar and made sacrifices to the Lord. We can imagine the ridicule that Noah would have endured while he was building the ark. But he obeyed God and he was vindicated by God when God judged the earth with the flood.

They shall cry aloud and glorify the Lord God of Israel (24:15). There is no other God but the God of Israel. He will be glorified from the sea to the dawning light or from the west to the east. From the ends of the earth songs glorifying God will be heard. People from all nations, tribes and tongues will be standing before the throne and before the Lamb (Rev 7:9). 

3. Cosmic judgment 17-23

The prophet returns to the theme of divine judgment in verse 17, after a brief note of personal reflection. ‘I am ruined, I waste away. Woe to me!’ he said (24:16). He had the same feeling when he had the vision of the Lord in the temple (6:5). A man of God cannot help being personally overwhelmed at times by the nature of the things about which he prophesies. 

‘Terror, pit and snare are upon you, O inhabitant of the earth’ (24:17). In Hebrew these three nouns are pachad, pachat and pach; they sound much the same. There is a lot of assonance and alliteration in the previous verse and in this whole oracle. Such literary devices make the words stick better in the mind- though they are not necessarily carried over in translations. Even so, ‘terror, pit, and snare’ are potent words. Isaiah describes a person fleeing from one, only to be trapped by the other. Again the picture of the Flood appears in the words, ‘the windows from on high are open (22:18 cf. Gen 7:11). 

Think of the experience of many Japanese people recently. First there was an earthquake of magnitude 9; the biggest in a thousand years. This shook the earth violently causing great devastation and loss of life. Those who survived this were hit by a huge tsunami, and those who survived the tsunami had to flee the radiation coming from the crippled nuclear power station. The survivors might be thinking what next can happen. Isaiah says it will like this in the whole earth and in the end no one will escape. 

The foundations of the earth will shake violently. The earth will split open and everything will be swallowed up. The earth staggers like a drunk. It sways like a hut in the wind because its transgressions are heavy upon it. ‘It will fall and never rise again’ (24:20). ‘Once more I will shake not only the earth but also heaven’ (Haggai 2:6, Heb 12:26). In that day the Lord will punish the host in heaven, presumably the fallen angels (Col 2:15), as well as the kings upon the earth (24:21). They will be shut up in prison for ‘many days’ awaiting punishment on the last day. Isaiah typically does not give a precise time frame. We are reminded of the judgment of Satan and his followers in Revelation 20. 

The oracle ends on a note of victory, victory to the Lord. The Lord Almighty will reign on Mt Zion. The nations may rage against the Lord. The people may turn their backs on the Lord and break his covenant commands, but in the end the Lord will reign and he will destroy all his enemies. Even the sun and the moon will be ashamed before the glory of the Lord. They will no longer be needed in the new holy city coming down out of heaven. For the Lamb is its light (Rev 21:23). 

Salvation in midst of Judgment                                                 Text: Isaiah 25
‘I will sing to the Lord for he has triumphed gloriously!

The horse and its rider he has thrown into the sea!

The Lord is my strength and song

He has become my salvation

He is my God and I will praise him

My Father’s God and I will exalt him’ (Exod 15:1, 2).
Moses and the Israelites sang these words as they stood on the shore of the Red Sea. They had just seen the waters which the Lord had divided rushing back to drown Pharaoh and his great army. They watched the destruction of a king who had kept them in slavery for generations. They watched the destruction of a king who had murdered a whole generation of their boys. The persecuted people of Israel spontaneously sang this song of praise when they saw the hand of God judging their enemy.

In the previous chapter Isaiah spoke of the judgment coming upon the inhabitants of the earth. The chapter before that, and the one before that, were about divine judgment on the nations. We have read so much about God’s judgment we might think that God is very harsh or that he somehow delights in judgment. 

But this is not the case. God is just. These nations had broken God’s law and oppressed God’s people. They had exalted themselves against God. God is justified in defending his holy name and his holy people. Consider for a moment those who suffer under the rule of a cruel tyrant. Consider those who suffer because of the sin of others. Such people must be vindicated if there is to be justice.

In this chapter the prophet gives the people of God a song of praise to sing after the Lord has saved them from their enemies. 

1. End of tyranny

‘O Lord you are my God, I will exalt you’ (25:1). There is no introduction telling us this is a song of praise, as there is in the next chapter, but the words indicate that it is a song. The first verse in fact is similar to Psalm 98 and other Psalms. The singer is praising God in a personal way because God has done wonderful things. Wonderful things, as the next verse indicates, are acts which bring down the enemy and at the same time save God’s people. Many nations have defied the Lord, but there has never been a nation, and never will be one, so powerful that the Lord Almighty cannot bring it down. Moreover, none of the superpowers that arose did so apart from the eternal purposes of God. His counsels or his plans are from of old. God planned everything long ago and his plans do not change. He is faithful and true to all his promises. The Lord is utterly reliable.

The Lord has his plans and he executes them in every detail, although the prophet does not always give that detail. Isaiah speaks of a city or the city in ruins without indicating which city. It is of course the nature of some prophecy that its application is multi-faceted. It speaks to generation after generation. 

Nineveh, Babylon and many other cities have been destroyed by the Lord. It is interesting that it is cities that are destroyed. Cities are built by men and they often take glory in what they have built. In their cities they exalt themselves against the Lord, just like those who built the tower of Babel. Even with all its fortifications the city of foreigners will be destroyed, never to be rebuilt (25:2). The walls of Jericho crumbled at the word of the Lord. Jericho was destroyed, never to be rebuilt. Other once great cities also lie in ruins. Seeing such great cities fall makes other nations tremble in fear, especially when they know that the Lord God of Israel has done this (25:3). Gentile nations will come to fear and revere the Lord. 

The poor and needy will also see, and they will breathe a sigh of relief when the ungodly city is destroyed. They will lift their voices and praise God singing, ‘you have been our strength’ (25:4). The Lord hears the cry of the weak and oppressed and comes to their aid. In the strength of the Lord they will be freed from oppression. Let those who oppress the weak remember this. Those who neglect the poor will be held accountable by God. Jesus said, 'in as much as you have done this to the least of these my brethren you have done it to me' (Mat 25:40).

‘You have been… a refuge from the storm, a shade from the heat’ (25:4).  We are familiar with these pictures from the Psalms. Psalm 46: ‘God is our refuge and our strength’. Psalm 121: ‘The Lord is your shade at you right hand. The sun will not harm you by day’. We have found comfort in these words over the years. May we continue to do so because the word of the Lord can be trusted? God is faithful to his promises. In the midst of trouble and turmoil, in the face of ridicule and attack from the ungodly, we find refuge in the Lord. He is the ‘Rock of Ages cleft for me’ and we can hide ourselves in Him. The storm can blast and rage but it will be met by a solid wall (25:4). 

The other picture used to describe the Lord’s protection of the poor is that of a shade from the hot sun. Slaves forced to work in the heat of the day longed for shade. They prayed for a cloud to shade them from the sun. Remember how the Lord led his people through the desert with a pillar of cloud by day and of fire by night. He brought them out of bondage and protected them as he led them to the land of rest.

Just recently we have seen the people of Libya singing in the streets. They rejoice at the downfall of a tyrant who ruled so cruelly for some forty years.  We saw the people praising NATO for the air strikes that destroyed his bases of power. While we know little of the politics of Libya we get a picture of what oppressed people, who were actually people of God, experienced as they sang Isaiah’s song of praise to the Lord.

2. End of death

The second section of this chapter takes on a positive tone. It is not just about relief and deliverance from oppression but about rich blessings from the hand of the Lord. The prophet speaks of a feast hosted by the Lord himself (25:6). He speaks of death being swallowed up forever and the Lord wiping away tears from all eyes (25:8). Can you imagine blessings any richer than these? We struggle to comprehend the nature and magnitude of these blessings. 

‘The Lord Almighty will make for all people a feast’ (25:6). On the mountain of the Lord all God’s people will gather to dine on the richest food and the finest wines. Our ideas of rich food may not be fat and the marrow of bones, but these were the delicacies of that day. Wine has not changed much. As wine matures it is carefully decanted from the sediment or lee. 

Jesus told his disciples that they would eat and drink at his table in his kingdom (Luke 22:30). In the book of Revelation is a vision of heaven and the marriage supper of the Lamb (Rev 19:9). Blessed are those who are called to this heavenly feast. It will be, as Jesus said, by invitation only, with anyone not having a wedding garment being thrown out into utter darkness where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth (Mat 22:13).  

Still on the holy mountain the sovereign Lord will destroy or ‘swallow death forever…and wipe away tears from all faces’ (25:8). How amazing! Here in the OT, here in the middle of Isaiah’s prophecies of doom, we find this amazing declaration of the end of death. The covering or veil that is spoken of in verse 7 seems to be a burial cloth. 

Death has defeated every human being since the day it came upon Adam – apart from the second Adam, our Lord Jesus Christ. Can you comprehend the turn around that Isaiah speaks of? Death destroys the dignity of men and women. Great men are brought to nothing by death. Death is a disgrace on the human race. We read here that the Lord has spoken and said that he will remove this rebuke, this indignity from all the earth (25:8) – he is referring to his people.

The apostle Paul understood the truth of the prophet’s words.  He refers to them in his great chapter about the resurrection - 1Corinthians 15. Death is swallowed up in victory (1 Cor 15:54). God gives the victory, the victory over death through our Lord Jesus Christ. When Jesus dealt with sin on the cross he dealt with the consequences of sin, namely death. Praise the Lord! 

3. End of pride 

Whenever we talk about sin the word ‘pride’ comes up. Pride is at the heart of all sin. Pride leads us first and foremost to rebel against God. God opposes the proud. God judges the proud and brings them down to the pit. 

In this third section of the chapter the theme of judgment returns. We see the Lord trampling down Moab as straw in a dung pit (25:10). If you were a woman in an Indian village you would know all about mixing straw with cow dung. It is a daily chore for them. They make dung cakes, dry them on the wall and then use them for cooking their food. Sometimes they plaster the walls and floors of their house with fresh cow dung. 

Why Moab (25:10)? No city was named but the land of Moab is given here as a representative hostile nation. Moab was small and insignificant but it made a lot of noise because it was filled with pride (16:6). It would be silenced when the Lord trampled it down. 

Isaiah pictures Moab like swimmers in a swamp, desperately trying to reach the bank and drag themselves out – but there was no way out (25:11). Moab would be brought down to the dust. It would be silenced forever, as will all nations and all individuals who are filled with pride. 

In closing we return to the verse which began this section - verse 9. It is a beautiful verse to finish on. ‘Behold this is our God …’ (25:9). We can sing these words today (Ps 25:5). We waited for him to come and he has come. The Lord has come and saved us from our sin, and from death. We continue to wait for him to come again and take us to that feast in heaven and that place of no more death, no more sorrow, no more crying or pain (Rev 21:4). 

Song of two cities                                                                    Text: Isaiah 26:1-9
‘Thou wilt He keep in perfect peace, whose mind is stayed on Thee’ (26:3 KJV). These words were written in a little book of daily readings that I carried on my travels around India. I remember reading them one day as I went to the office of police intelligence for a security clearance. One never knew what the officer might say or demand. On one occasion I was asked to bring him something back from my home country - until I said that our main products were sheep and beef! The Lord will keep you in perfect peace (lit. peace, peace) when your mind is fixed on him.

‘In that day this song will be sung in the land of Judah’ (26:1). What follows is a song given by the Lord through the prophet, a song for the people to sing at some future time. It is a song of salvation or victory. While some think the whole chapter (vs.1-19) is the song, others think the song only extends to verse 6 (NKJV indicates this by inverted commas). If only the first six verses are the song, the following verses are a prayer. In any case both praise and prayer are directed to God. We will look at the first part of the chapter now. 

1. Strong city  

The song begins, ‘We have a strong city’ (26:1). Isaiah has said a lot about cities, mostly negative things. He has spoken of the city of chaos (24:10) and a ruined city (25:2). He pictures cities as places where men exalt themselves against God. But here he speaks of a strong city, the city of salvation. It is in fact the city of God. So we have two cities not unlike those pictured in Augustine’s book, ‘The City of God’ (413AD). For Augustine, the city of God was the city of all true believers, not necessarily the church. Then there was the earthly city or cities of unbelievers. The strong city has walls of salvation (26:1). God sets up these walls. They are walls that will not be broken down like the walls of worldly cities. The people of God who are inside these walls will be saved from their enemies. 

In the first instance this city points to Jerusalem, the holy city where God chose to dwell- in the temple of Zion. Jerusalem was on a hill with high walls around it. It could withstand attack- at least for a time. The day would come when the walls would be broken down and the people taken into exile by the Babylonians. This song pictured a city whose walls would not be broken down. It points beyond Jerusalem to the heavenly city, the home of righteousness. It points to the same city that Abraham waited for, the city whose builder and maker is God (Heb 11: 10). The city is strong because God makes it strong. It is the city of salvation because God saves his people. The people sing this song of praise because God saves them from their enemies. His salvation is like the walls of a strong city. None can snatch his people out of his hands. 

‘Open the gates that the righteous nation may enter in, those who keep the faith/truth’ (26:2). The city of God is a city that welcomes the righteous and the faithful. The gates are not open to those who hate God and hate the truth. But those who love the Lord are welcome no matter what nation they are from. ‘This is the gate of the Lord through which the righteous shall enter’ (Ps 118:20). Christ is the gate though which all must enter. He is the door and anyone who enters by him will be saved (John 10: 9). 

The great city, the city of God spoken of in the book of Revelation is for all nations, and the gates shall not be shut (Rev 21: 25). The earthly Jerusalem was meant to be a city that welcomed those who came searching for truth. This was not always the case. It can be the same with the church. We are to welcome the righteous from all nations. To do so the focus of worship must be upon the Lord and his word, and not upon a particular culture or tradition.  

The person who trusts in the Lord, and has entrusted his whole life to the Lord will find perfect peace in the city of God. The Lord will keep him/her in perfect peace. Do you know such peace? You are greatly blessed if you do. Few people in this world have such peace. Their lives are in turmoil, not just because of outward circumstances but because of troubled hearts. 

People have no anchor for their souls. They are tossed about by the ups and downs of life. Even when they are up they live in fear of a down. They turn to worldly things to calm their souls but find no help. Trust in the Lord and you will find peace. ‘Ask in faith without doubting, for he who doubts is like a wave of the sea driven and tossed by the wind. For let not that man suppose he will receive anything for the Lord’ (James 1: 6-7). 

You have no reason to be tossed about by worries and fears, or by false teaching. Set your heart and mind firmly on the Lord. Do not look down and start to fear, as Peter did when he was on the water walking to Jesus. It is tragic to see people drift away from the Lord to become caught up in the things of the world. Do not turn away from the riches of Christ to the crumbs of this world. If you do you will forego the peace promised by Christ. ‘Trust in the Lord forever, for the Lord, the Lord is the everlasting rock’ (26:4). The Lord will never fail to save those who trust in him. He is like a rock, a rock that will never ever be moved. 

Shortly before his death Moses sang these words: ‘Ascribe greatness to our God the Rock, his work is perfect and all his ways are just. A God of truth and without injustice, righteous and upright is He’ (Deut 32:4). Moses had been through many ups and downs as the leader of God’s people; but he kept on trusting in God. He kept standing on the rock. Are you standing on the same rock? Remember the words of the apostle Paul telling you to stand against the wiles of the devil- ‘and having done all to stand’ (Eph 4:13). 

What does it mean to stand? Well, Paul tells us. Walk in the word and in the Spirit. Yes, to stand does not mean to do nothing. It means to hold your ground, carefully watching the enemy and clinging to Christ the Rock. The rock is, as it were, inside a rushing river. Do not be swept away by the power of the devil. If you reach out for the delights that Satan offers you, you will lose your hold on the Lord and perish. 

I recently heard of a churchman who got caught up in the abomination of pornography, child pornography! How can it happen we ask? These evils are being hurled at us by the devil - along with many other evils. We must fill our hearts and minds with the truth and not with the filth of this world. We must hold up the shield of faith to quench these fiery darts of the evil one (Eph 6:16). Thank the Lord that we have a strong city. We have a secure place in the Lord. We cannot fight the battle ourselves. We fight in the strength of the Lord. In Him we have the victory.     

2. Self-exalted city

The song goes on to describe a lofty or proud city. We have seen such cities in the previous chapters, cities like Nineveh and Babylon. We have seen how the Lord brought such cities to ruin. High walls built by proud men will be brought down to the dust. Their ruins will be a reminder to the world of the power of God to destroy those who exalt themselves against him. 

The twin towers in New York City were brought down just ten years ago. They will not be rebuilt. Their place remains empty, a heap of rubble and a reminder of the terrible day when terrorists struck that city. That place is a reminder of the power of evil, evil men and their beliefs. It might also be a reminder that the things men build and the things we cling to in this world will not stand forever. Indeed, they will all be turned to rubble on the Day of the Lord.  

The lofty city is guilty of oppressing the poor. This song pictures the city being trampled down by the poor and needy (26:6). ‘In that day’ the tables will be turned. The rich will no longer trample on the poor but the poor will be trampling on the ruins of the lofty city of the rich and famous. The Lord hears the cry of the oppressed and will deliver them. The Lord will bring justice to the earth. 

The song contrasts two cities, the city of righteousness and the city of evil. Jesus contrasts two kingdoms, the kingdom of God and the kingdoms of this world. ‘My kingdom is not of this world’ he said. Which kingdom do you belong to? Who is your king? 

3. Souls desire

As indicated, the song may well end at verse 6. What follows is a prayer, firstly a group prayer and then an individual prayer. The prayer expresses a desire for the Lord. ‘The desire of our soul is for your name… with my soul I have desired you in the night’ (26:8, 9). Like the psalmist, the desire of the prophet and of the people of God is to be in the presence of the Lord and to remain there. ‘One thing my heart desires and will seek to obtain, that all the days of my life, within God’s house I will remain’ (Ps 27:4). 

‘The path of the righteous is level’ (26:7 - ESV). This does not mean it is an easy path but, like the rock, it is a firm path from which you will not slip. The way of truth is always the best path. Those who turn to lies will soon find their feet slipping. Those who walk with the Lord will know peace and safety in the midst of the storm. Those who wait upon the Lord will renew their strength. The Christian life has it difficulties because we live in a fallen world; but the Lord makes level the way of the righteous.

‘The desire of our soul is for your name’ (26:8). The name of the Lord is the name that is above every name. The Lord is jealous for his name and for his glory. That is why he brings down the lofty city. We who love the Lord want his name to be honoured and glorified in all the earth. We cringe and feel shame when his name is misused, as it is at every turn today. 

‘With my soul I have desired you in the night’. Night is the time for sleep, but sleep does not always come. In their bed many are overcome with worries and fears. Their soul finds no peace and no rest. They long for the morning light. If the Lord is your light you will not fear the night because this light is with you day and night. 

‘When your judgments are in the earth the people will learn righteousness’ (26:9). God is righteous and his judgments are always just; unlike the judgments of men. We have laws in our nation that promote injustice. But God’s judgments are always just. From his law and his judgments people will learn what is right in the absolute sense.  Are you aware of the judgments of God? Are you learning the way of righteousness from the Lord? He brings down one and raises up another. He brings justice to the earth. Are you making the judgments of God known, at least his judgments in the past and the judgment he has declared will come in the future?  

Prayer of hope                                                                  Text: Isaiah 26:10-21
Some years ago, while preaching from the book of Daniel, I said of Daniel 12:2 that this was the first time in the Bible that everlasting life is spoken of directly. In the light of Isaiah 26:19 I may need to modify that statement, although Isaiah speaks specifically of ‘my dead’ or ‘God’s dead’ arising, with no reference to everlasting life or everlasting contempt. 

‘Awake and sing you who dwell in the dust’ (26:19). These words are echoed in Daniel 12:2; ‘many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake’. Back in chapter 25 we read of the Lord making a feast on the mountain and of death being swallowed up forever. Now we read of a resurrection, of dead bodies arising and the earth casting out the dead (26:19). Allan Harman gives this passage the title 'spiritual resurrection', but clearly it is a bodily resurrection that is spoken of in verse 19.

1. Grace

The prayer that began in verse 7 continues in verse 10. ‘When your judgments are in the earth the people of the world will learn righteousness’ (26:9). This ought to be the case but sadly it is not always so. The wicked will not learn righteousness. They will not give God the glory that is due to his holy name; nor will they be fair and honest in life. Even when God’s hand is lifted up to strike them, the wicked do not see – until it is too late (26:11). The prophet’s prayer is, ‘let them see your zeal for your people and be ashamed, let the fire for your enemies consume them’.  

God is gracious; he is longsuffering, not wanting any to perish. He has graciously revealed himself in the creation and in his word. The universe bears the fingerprints of the creator God. People should see God's majesty and power displayed in the creation. But no! They try to explain the beauty and wonders of the universe in all sorts of ways, all except the obvious way that an intelligent and powerful God created all things. It is the same with God’s revelation in Jesus Christ and in his word. People dismiss this revelation even though no one can prove any word of the Bible to be false – and that is not for want of trying. Great human intellects keep setting themselves to prove the Bible wrong; and they keep failing. 

Yet God remains gracious. He sends his rain on the just and the unjust, but do the unjust and wicked acknowledge his goodness? It is tragic to see men and women refusing to acknowledge God when he is so good to them. I trust you see God’s hand of grace in your life each and every day, and that you are pointing this out to those around you. Let us not be complainers but people who rejoice always in the goodness of God.  

2. Peace

Isaiah’s prayer expresses confidence that, ‘the Lord will establish peace for us’. He also acknowledges that ‘all that we have done is because of you’ (26:12). The people of God have not always had peace. They have been ruled over by various masters such as the Egyptians and the Babylonians. But they held on to the name of the Lord. They refused to bow down to any other. 

Besides, these others are now dead (26:14). The Lord alone lives and he alone is to be worshipped and glorified. These earthly masters have in fact been punished and destroyed by the Lord. All memory of them will be blotted out, in contrast to the memory of the Lord, whose name is above every name and whose name is everlasting. The Lord revealed himself to Moses as the 'I AM', the eternal, self-existing One. 

Do you acknowledge the Lord in all your ways and all your achievements? We all like to be acknowledged for our achievements. We like to receive honours and awards. But do we acknowledge the Lord in receiving such awards? Do we say, ‘Lord, you have done all this work for which I am being honoured’? We often hear people humbly say, ‘I just did what anyone else would have done in the circumstances’. Could we not also say, ‘the Lord gave me the strength or the ability to do what I did? The psalmist said, ‘Not unto us Lord, not to us, but to your name be the glory, because of your mercy and your truth’ (Ps 115:1).

The people of Judea were not always being attacked by their neighbours or by superpowers- though it seems that way at times. They did enjoy times of peace and prosperity. During the time of King David they had peace, and the borders of the land expanded (26:15). King Uzziah was also a strong king who brought peace and prosperity in Judea – as long as he sought the Lord (2Chron 26:5). The Lord made him prosper. The Lord brought peace to the land.  

In the song of verses 1-6 the cry went out to open the gates of the city that the righteous nation which keeps the faith may enter. The song also spoke of peace, the peace of God. Here in verse 15 we see the nation increasing. It is increasing as God blesses his people and as the righteous flock to the Lord God of Israel. The tent is getting bigger as the Lord adds to the number of those who glorify his holy name (Isa 54:2). ‘The coming kingdom is not going to be restricted to the narrow confines of the promised land; but is going  to extend from it outwards even to the ends of the earth’ (Harman). Do you pray that God’s name will be glorified in all the earth? 

3. Hope

The people poured out a whispered prayer to the Lord when they were in deep trouble- ‘they’ being Israel. They were in trouble because the Lord was chastening them – the Lord chastens his sons only (26:16). He was chastening them because they rebelled against him time and again. This was the sad history of Israel. The Lord chose these people and made them a nation for a grand purpose, but they achieved so little of that purpose. This is the thought behind the following rather vivid portrayal of Israel’s’ history. 

Israel is pictured as a woman giving birth. She screams in pain while she is in labour. This time of pain is usually followed by the joy of a baby. This is the reward for all the pain and suffering. But Israel had brought forth nothing but wind. ‘We have not accomplished any deliverance in the earth, nor have the inhabitants of the world fallen’ (26:18). 

Israel was meant to be a light to the nations. But that had not happened. ‘In her entire history up till this time the nation, the people of Israel, produced nothing that was of general and substantial benefit to the nations of the world. She had a high destiny in this respect. The results achieved were negligible’ (Leupold).

We titled this sermon a ‘prayer of hope’, and this section ‘hope’. But the picture so far seems to be one of despair and hopelessness. A long and troubled history but nothing to show for it. Then we read the words, ‘Your dead shall live’ (26:19). Even those who were dead were the Lord’s dead- and they shall live. Their bodies will arise. Clearly the Lord’s purpose for Israel extended beyond this life, and the land of Palestine. The kingdom of God is not an earthly kingdom. 

One day dead bodies will arise from the dust and sing to the Lord (26:19). The history of Israel was not a total loss because one day a dead body did arise from the grave, the body of our Lord Jesus Christ. In him is our great hope. We have a hope in Christ that extends beyond this world, do we not? (1Cor 15). We have the sure and certain hope that we will be raised together with him. ‘If we died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with him, knowing that Christ, having been raised from the dead, dies no more. Death no longer has dominion over Him’ (Rom 6:8-9).

‘Your dew is like the dew of herbs/light’ (26:19). Translations vary but the meaning is that the dew of the morning revives plants that looked dead the day before. Dew brings the wilted plant to life. Resurrection is like ‘your dew’, the dew of the Lord bringing life to dead bodies. ‘The earth shall cast out the dead’ (26:19). This is what Jesus said in John 5:28; ‘The hour is coming in which all who are in the graves will hear his voice and come forth’. This is a truth that we must take to heart and keep before us every day. This world is not our eternal home. It is no one’s eternal home. The resurrection will be followed by the judgment. This is a truth that we should be making known to the world today. Jesus is risen from the dead. He is Lord and he is coming again.  

4. Judgment

Jesus was speaking in the context of judgment, the final judgment, when he spoke about the dead, all the dead, coming out of the grave. The Father has given Jesus authority to execute judgment because he is the Son of Man (John 5:27). So here in Isaiah this song or prayer ends with a reference to the final judgment. ‘Come my people … hide yourselves for a little while until the indignation passes’ (26:20). Great tribulation will precede the final judgment. The Lord gives his people advance notice, just as he did before the angel of death passed over Egypt, killing all the firstborn. God’s people were told to stay inside rooms with blood on the doorposts. The Lord was coming to punish the Egyptians who had brought so much bloodshed on the earth.   

The blood of Abel cried out to the Lord from the ground (Gen 4:10). The blood of the martyrs cries out to the Lord from under the altar in heaven. ‘How long’ they said, ‘till you judge and avenge our blood’ (Rev 6:10). ‘Just a little while longer’ they were told. Think of how much innocent blood was shed in reading the Bible from Genesis to Revelation. Think of how much innocent blood has been shed in the history of the world. Somehow Isaiah pictures all this blood being uncovered before the Lord. The Lord will come out of his place to punish people on this earth for their iniquity – not just murderers but all who have not repented of their sin. 

Murder is particularly heinous, partly because murderers think they can silence their enemies in this way - not to mention that every human being is made by God in his image (Gen 9:6). But innocent blood cries out from the ground. The Lord sees and knows, and will judge even if civil law does not. 

When the Lord comes he will judge every single inhabitant of this world, past, present and future. He will judge the world in righteousness by the Man he has appointed, namely the Lord Jesus Christ. This is another truth we should be taking hold of and making known to the world today – to the glory of God the Father and our Lord Jesus Christ.         
God delivers his people                                                             Text: Isaiah 27: 1-9
The theme of divine judgment continues in this chapter, but in the midst of this judgment there will be salvation. This is the message of the whole Bible. All the world is under condemnation because of sin, but God in his grace will save some. 

The Bible does not teach universalism, the idea that in the end all people will be saved. It is true that God is love, but that does not mean that he will not judge and send rebels to hell. We cannot reason, as some do, that a loving God will not judge and condemn anyone to hell. Nor must we neglect the judgment in our preaching, even though it is not to people’s taste.

‘In that day the Lord will punish with his sword’ (27:1). His sword is hard and great and strong. His sword overcomes all his enemies. Isaiah continues to speak of ‘that day’ which is some future unspecified time. It is not specified but it will certainly come. The Lord will punish ‘Leviathan the fleeing serpent and Leviathan that twisted serpent. He will also slay the dragon that is in the sea’ (27:1). Leviathan was a sea monster of some description. The name is also found in Canaanite mythology - not that Isaiah was borrowing the word from such a source. Isaiah is using the word symbolically, as we find in other parts of the Bible. Egypt is referred to as a sea monster (Ezekiel 29:3).  

Isaiah is here pronouncing divine judgment on evil powers, either in a general sense or more particularly on Assyria, Babylon and Egypt. Leupold points out that Nineveh was on the swift flowing Tigris River, Babylon on the meandering Euphrates, and Egypt was by the sea. The unbreakable sword of the Lord will punish all his enemies and the enemies of his people.

1. Song of the vineyard 

We come to another song of praise, the fourth and last in this section on world judgment and the redemption of Israel (chapters 24-27). The song is about a vineyard which is a symbol for Israel – as seen back in chapter 5. The Lord planted this vineyard expecting a rich harvest but it produced only wild and smelly grapes. That was the picture in chapter 5. Here the picture is different. The vineyard is pleasant. It's a place of delight to the Lord (27:2). The Lord planted it and looked after it with great care. He watered it continually and watched out day and night lest anything or anyone harm it (27:3). 

Once more encouragement is offered to Israel by this assurance of God’s providential care. This is the Lord’s vineyard and it will grow and be fruitful, even if it has to be pruned from time to time. The vineyard is precious to the Lord. He has no desire for its destruction. But Israel had often been oppressed and attacked by heathen nations. It might seem that the Lord had abandoned his people or that his wrath was directed against his own. His battle or war is against briers and thorns (27: 4). These represent the enemies of God’s people. These the Lord will burn up – unless they repent. 

The Lord is not set on destroying anyone. Even those who are his enemies can repent and turn to him for protection (27:5). Even the heathen can make peace with God if they cast themselves upon his mercy and desist from oppressing or attacking his people. We read in 1Kings of two men who fled to take hold of the horns of the altar for protection. Those seeking asylum in the Lord will find it. ‘Make peace with me; make peace with me’. The call is repeated for emphasis. This call continues to go out today, the call to make peace with the Lord your Maker. We must make our peace with God before it is too late. We only have this life in which to do so. Today is the day. Tomorrow may be too late. 

Hell is filled with men and women who left it too late. Hell is full of people filled with regret. They regret that they did not listen to the gospel of Jesus Christ when they were alive on this earth. The rich man was in hell when he realised that there was a great gulf between him and Lazarus, who was in the bosom of Abraham. He wanted to warn his brothers and tell them to make peace with God before it was too late. 

2. Shoots and buds

‘The ones coming’ is how verse 6 begins. This probably refers to the days coming. This verse takes us into the last days, or the messianic age. In that day Israel (or Jacob) will grow and blossom and fill the whole world with fruit. Gentiles will be brought in and the people of God will bring blessing to the whole world in the last days. 

In the preceding chapter we read how the people of God had not accomplished anything in the earth (26:18). This picture will totally change. The new Israel, the people of the new covenant in the blood of Jesus will bring blessing to the whole earth. The gospel is the greatest source of blessing for any individual, any family, any community and any nation. Is this what you believe?

3. Sent away 

Verse 7 is full of pronouns and it is not easy to make out who they refer to. The NKJV helps us by using capitals when referring to God, and inserting the word ‘Israel’ at one point. What we have in the NKJV seems best, apart from the third line of the verse where ‘He’ is probably ‘Israel’ again. So we understand this verse as, ‘Has God struck Israel as he struck those who struck them? Or has Israel been slain according to the slaughter of those who were slain by God?’ In other words, God has not judged his own people as he has judged other people. He has shown them mercy, not because they deserved it but because he is merciful. God has mercy on whom he will have mercy. He is not unjust. All deserve condemnation. No one is treated unjustly. 

God’s people were still punished but this was for their correction. It was redemptive judgment, judgment designed to bring his chosen ones to repentance and back to himself. It was judgment by measure (27:8) or measured judgment. God sent his people into exile. God did not let his people do whatever they wanted. God is not a Father who lets his children run wild. He disciplines his children because he has set his love on them. When the Lord brought his chosen ones out of Egypt he made a covenant with them and gave them commandments to obey for their good and for his glory  

‘You shall have no other gods before me’. ‘You shall not make any carved images’. These were the first two rules he gave them. They are rules we must obey also. Do you obey them? If so you will not look in the mirror and say, ‘whatever I have achieved I have done it myself’. You will not look at the TV and say, ‘I wish I was like that person’. You will worship God and God alone. Moreover, you will not pay regard to any carved images or such objects of worship. You will not have icons or pictures of Jesus in your house. 

Even as God was making the covenant with his people at Mt Sinai, they were busy making a golden calf. Aaron did not see it as another god. He said, ‘tomorrow is a feast to the Lord’ (Exod 32:5). But the Lord was furious with him and the people. “What part of ‘no carved images’ do you not understand” he might have said. Many churches today need to pay heed to this command.

Moses took that golden calf, ground it to powder, scattered it on the waters and made the people drink the water (Exod 32:20). This may seem drastic but such drastic measures must be taken to remove all idols and images. Drastic measures were taken by the Reformers and the Puritans. Burn any images and pictures of Jesus you have. And burn any other sinful material you might have also. When the fear of God came over the people in Ephesus they burned their magic books in the fire (Acts 19:9). 

The Lord sent his people away with his ‘fierce breath in the day of the east wind’ (ESV 27:8). He did this because of their sin and rebellion. They had provoked the Lord to anger by turning to other gods (1:4). They had begun to rely on their own strength. They turned to other nations for help and made unholy alliances with them. In exile they would reconsider their ways. The school of affliction is a place of great learning. ‘Before I was afflicted I went astray, but now I keep your word ' said the Psalmist (Psalm 119:67). 

‘By this the iniquity of Jacob will be covered or expiated’ (27:9). By what? When the stones of the altars they had made to foreign gods were smashed and beaten to dust, and when no wooden images or Asherah poles were left standing in the land, then they would be forgiven. When the people totally removed the idols in their lives, the Lord would see that they had repented and he would forgive their sin. The Lord is a jealous God. He will not give his glory to another. There can be no syncretism in the house of God. 

You cannot serve two masters. If you want to go the way of the world you are free to go. If you want to make money and material things your delight, then do so; but do not think that the Lord will still accept you. Unless the Lord is your chief delight, and the only object of your worship, the Lord’s anger will be aroused against you just as it was against Israel of old. 

The trumpet call                                                           Text: Isaiah 27: 10-13
In the preceding verses of this chapter we saw what we called redemptive judgment, judgment aimed at bringing God’s people to repentance. As we continue looking at this chapter we come to verse 10 where we find reference to a fortified city that will be made desolate. This city will be without habitation. It will be like a ghost town in which the animals roam freely. This city was beyond redemption because the people in it were without understanding (27:11). 

1. Non-redemptive judgment

In the song of chapter 26 we saw two cities, the city of God and the lofty or proud city that opposed God.  The fortified city in chapter 25 was a foreign city (25:2) such as Nineveh or Babylon. The city of confusion in 24:10 we saw as any city that opposed God, including Jerusalem. What city is being referred to here in this chapter? 

Some think the city is Jerusalem, others that it has the same reference as in 24:10 – that is any city that opposes God. This city is destroyed because its people are without understanding (27:11). Some think such words do not refer to Gentiles, but speaking of God as the Maker and Creator is very broad in reference. All people should worship God as their Maker. They are without excuse, those who do not acknowledge God the Creator (Rom 1:20). 

God will judge all nations, all cities, and all individuals. He will do so with justice. People who refuse to acknowledge God’s revelation in the creation will have no excuse. They will be judged without mercy. Let us understand the great danger of the theory of evolution which teaches that God had nothing to do with the creation of the world. Ignorance of God’s handiwork in the creation will be no excuse on the Day of Judgment.   

While there are two cities or two kingdoms, the kingdom of God and the kingdoms of the world, we must keep in mind, as Augustine and later Calvin did, that the visible church is not the same as the kingdom of God. Those who believe in Jesus and are sealed by the Holy Spirit belong to the kingdom of God. They will be in the visible church, but not all in the visible church belong to the invisible church or the kingdom of God.

2. Threshing 

This chapter and this section of the book of Isaiah (ch 24-27) close with a picture of a great harvest. There will be an ingathering of the children of Israel from one end of the land to the other, and beyond. In that day the Lord will thresh out the grain and gather them one by one (27:12). Some see this more as shaking the tree or vine and others as the threshing of grain. Either way the result is the same. 

Threshing involves severe beating and shaking of the crop. I had a supply of heavy sticks that trainees would use to beat the heads of wheat until the grain was freed from the husk. In India they still use animals to trample the heads until the grain is released. Winnowing separates the threshed grain from the chaff. The wind or a fan is used for this separation, with the heavier grain falling and chaff being blown off.

The Lord will gather the people from one end of the land to the other, from the Euphrates to the Brook of Egypt (27:12). They will be threshed and carefully sorted by the Lord, one by one.

John the Baptist spoke of someone coming after him whose winnowing fan was in his hand, ‘and he will thoroughly clean out his threshing floor and  gather the wheat into his barn; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire’  (Luke 3:17). Do we need any clearer picture of the coming judgment by Jesus Christ?  

‘One by one’. The prophet made it clear that not all Jews would enter the eternal kingdom. It is not a matter of birth but of being born again of the Spirit of God. Not all who call themselves Christians, or all who go to church will enter that kingdom. Jesus said, “Not all who say to me ‘Lord, Lord’ shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of my Father in heaven” (Mat 7:21). What must we do to do the will of the Father? We must repent and believe in the Lord Jesus Christ. 

3. Trumpet call

The year of Jubilee came around every fifty years in the land of Israel. Every seventh year was a Sabbath rest, and after seven Sabbath years was the Jubilee. A trumpet blast was heard throughout the land on the Day of Atonement to herald the beginning to the year of Jubilee. 

What emotion did this sound bring to the hearts of the people? A trumpet sound in itself is very stirring but this trumpet blast was associated with various things. The sound of the trumpet meant liberty for all who were in bondage. For the captives and the slaves it meant release. It also meant release from poverty for those who had been dispossessed of their land for whatever reason. All land was returned to the original family. The trumpet sound also meant the cancellation of all debts and mortgages. 

The trumpet blast must have brought joy to the hearts of the poor and disadvantaged in the land. Isaiah speaks in Jubilee language as he speaks of ‘that day’, the coming day of the Lord (27:12). He speaks of wandering exiles in Assyria who were on the verge of perishing. He speaks of outcasts in the land of Egypt. That day will bring release for the captives and the dispossessed that were scattered in foreign lands. The trumpet call was a summons to come and worship the Lord in the holy mount at Jerusalem (27:13). In Israel the trumpet was blown at the time of religious feasts. Hearing the trumpet the people would come to the holy place to worship the Lord. 

Old churches often have bell towers. The bells were rung to inform people that it was time for worship. Maybe you are familiar with this practice. People would move out of their homes and make their way to the church for morning worship. How beautiful it is to see the people going on mass to the place of worship on the Lord’s Day. Imagine if we had a bell to ring! People would complain that we were disturbing their morning sleep. 

Jesus spoke in Jubilee language when he began his ministry at Nazareth. He preached good news to the poor, the captives, the oppressed and the blind (Luke 4:18). Did he see himself as bringing in the Jubilee year?  He said, 'Today this Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing'. Did Jesus come into this world with the sound of a trumpet? No. Did he begin his ministry with the sound of a trumpet? No? Will Jesus come again with the sound of a trumpet? Yes. He said he will come again on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory. ‘And he will send his angels with a great sound of a trumpet, and he will gather his elect from the four winds, from one end of heaven to the other’ (Mat 24:31). 

What are the elect gathered to do? They will be gathered to worship the Lord in the heavenly Jerusalem (Heb 12: 22). They will join the angels and all God’s chosen people, all who have been made perfect in Jesus Christ. How tragic it is to see Jews and Muslims fighting over the city of Jerusalem that is in Palestine. It is even more tragic to see misguided Christians joining in this fight for an earthly home when our eternal home is in heaven. 

When the apostle Paul wrote to the church at Thessalonica he wanted to comfort them. They were being severely persecuted for their faith. What did he say? He told them not to sorrow for the dead as those who have no hope. He told them about the return of the Lord Jesus Christ. ‘The Lord himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of an archangel, and with the trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will rise first (1Thes 4:16). Are you looking forward to this day? 

Most loud and piercing sounds we hear these days are sirens. They are warnings to flee some danger. There will be a loud sound on the day that Jesus returns. Many will flee to the hills when they hear this great trumpet sound. They will try to flee from the wrath of the Lamb. 

But for you who believe it will be a sound of joy. It will herald the end of suffering and pain and death. It will herald the full coming of the glorious kingdom of our God and Saviour Jesus Christ. ‘Therefore comfort one another with these words’ (1Thess 4:18).    

Woes and promises                                                               Text: Isaiah 28: 1-13
We come to a new section in this great book of Isaiah. Isaiah was a prophet in Israel in the eighth century BC. He prophesied before and after the northern kingdom fell to the Assyrians in 722BC, and long before the southern kingdom fell to the Babylonians in 586BC. 

The book of Isaiah began with a woe to the nation; the nation of God’s chosen people. ‘Alas sinful nation’ (1:4). The nation had forsaken the Lord. The prophet continues in this section, which includes chapter 28-35, with woes against Ephraim (Samaria) and Judea (Jerusalem). We find six ‘woe’ passages in this section, which is sometimes called the ‘book of woes’. Others call it the 'book of Zion' because we also find promises scattered like gems through these chapters. 

Both kingdoms of Israel had turned their backs on God during times of prosperity. Prosperity brought decadence, as we have seen, and will see again in this passage. We cannot fail to see parallels with our own nation today. The more we have the more we want, and the further we turn away from the Lord. But as in the days of Isaiah many are blind to this truth. They no longer listen to the word of the Lord. They fail to see the hand of the Lord raised high and ready to fall. May we see this truth clearly before it is too late! 

1. Woe to Ephraim

‘Woe to the proud crown of the drunkards of Ephraim, and the fading flower of its glorious beauty’ (28:1). Samaria was the capital city of the northern kingdom. It was situated on a round hill at the head of a fertile valley. The wall around the city looked like a crown on a head. Hence the prophets reference to the city as crown of pride. Samaria goes back to the days of King Omri, the father of King Ahab. Ahab, with his wicked wife Jezebel, filled the city with ivory and jewels, many such items being idols to Baals. Despite the reforms of later kings the city continued to be proud and arrogant. The crown of pride is pictured as a crown or wreath of flowers. The flowers were once beautiful but they will wither and die, said the prophet. The glory of this city will soon fade and it will pass into extinction. Like other great cities that have come under divine judgment, it will be wiped from the face of the earth.

Prosperity brought decadence and drunkenness. The city was filled with drunkards (28:1,3). Drinking to excess was part of the culture of the city. The people could not have a gathering without having drinks and getting drunk. Even their official meetings were occasions for drinking to excess. Drunken behaviour became normal in the city of Samaria. Is not the city of Sydney much the same? Worship of idols is often associated with intoxication from drink or drugs. Hindus have a festival in which sweets are laced with drugs as part of the religious activities. The god of sex is often worshipped in a drunken state, as is the god of sport.

The woe to Samaria is followed by a ‘behold’. ‘Behold, the Lord’ (28:2). The people might forget the Lord, but the Lord was not going to forget them. Whether they were drunk or not, they would not escape the wrath of God.  ‘Behold, the Lord has a mighty and strong one’ (28:2). This refers to Assyria. The Assyrian army would soon come and crush this glorious city. This crushing is pictured as a violent storm hitting the city. 
A storm brings high winds and hail, resulting in widespread death and destruction. Queensland is still recovering from the cyclone that hit some months ago. Huge hailstones can be deadly. One of the plagues the Lord sent on Egypt was a plague of hail. When Joshua attacked five Amorite kings there were more who died from the hailstones than the children of Israel killed with the sword (Joshua 10:11). One of the plagues associated with the bowls of God’s wrath in the book of Revelation is a plague of hail (Rev 16:21). Let no one think for a moment that a king or a government can stop hail, storms or cyclones. 

When the Lord brings the killing machine of the Assyrian army upon Samaria it will be ‘like a flood of mighty waters overflowing’ (28:2). Again we have no difficulty in imagining the destructive power of a flood because we have seen it in recent days. We have seen houses being carried down swollen rivers with great loss of life. Despite the government inquiries such disasters will happen again. Jesus said that in addition to wars, famine and earthquakes will continue as signs of his coming in judgment upon this world.

The city of Samaria was ripe for judgment (28:4). The Lord is very patient but the time will come. The Lord had spoken many, many times through his prophets, warning the people to repent and return to the Lord. The Lord is just; he must and will judge the wicked. The prophet pictures the crown of this city being trampled underfoot (28:3).

The woe is followed by a promise. The promise is for ‘that day’, some future day set by the Lord. The remnant will be preserved by the Lord after he destroys the wicked. For this remnant the Lord will be the ‘crown of glory and diadem of beauty’ (28:5); not the city of Samaria that now lies in ruins. The glory that Samaria had taken for itself belonged to the Lord. All glory belongs to the Lord. He will not give his glory to another.  

Furthermore, the Lord will give strength to those who stand firm in him and in his word. They will keep the enemy at bay. Along with strength will come justice. The drunken rulers of Samaria did not administer justice. The poor were oppressed by the rich. Company CEO’s took massive pay rises while at the same time sacking the lowest paid workers. There was no concern for truth or for justice in this city. It was a case of, ‘every man for himself and the devil for us all’ as the tragic saying puts it. 

2. Woe to Jerusalem

‘But they also have erred through wine, and stagger with intoxicating drink’ (28:7).  The prophet’s attention turns to the southern kingdom and to Jerusalem, and to the rulers of this city. We might picture Isaiah bursting into a meeting of leaders in Jerusalem. He found them all intoxicated and vomiting on the tables (28:8). Here were the leaders making decisions for the nation and its future while in a state of intoxication. No wonder they erred in vision and stumbled in judgment (28:7). I have never understood the desire to get so drunk as to start vomiting. I hope you also see such behaviour as foolish and wicked. 

‘To whom will he teach knowledge and to whom will he explain the message?’ (28:9). It is no good preaching to a drunk, but if men are always drunk what is one to do? We picture Isaiah in this meeting of the leaders telling them to reform their ways. It may be that they were plotting a pact with Egypt to defend them against the Assyrians.  

The men in this meeting began mocking the prophet. ‘Does he think we are children or babies just off the breast’! They did not answer him but just mocked. The words of verse 10 are difficult to translate and understand. They are all monosyllables and each one is repeated. If the mocking is continuing we might understand these words as them responding to Isaiah with ‘blah, blah, blah’.

Isaiah then responds - notice the inverted comma closing verse 10. ‘Very well then’ he says (28:11 NIV). They would not listen to his warning. They mocked him as if he was speaking nonsense. ‘Well’, said Isaiah, ‘with strange lips and a foreign tongue the Lord will speak to this people’. If they would not listen to the prophet of God they would soon be listening to foreign babblers, namely the Assyrians. But this strange tongue would be accompanied with swords. The language of death is understood by all men. 

The Lord had promised his people rest. He brought them out of slavery into this Promised Land. It was a land of peace and rest. When they listened and obeyed the word of the Lord they enjoyed peace and rest, as the Lord promised. When they disobeyed they would be scattered among other nations and find no rest (Deut 28:65). Again and again they were told to trust in the Lord to fight their battles, but instead they looked to their own resources, and to the armies of pagan nations. ‘In returning and rest you shall be saved. In quietness and confidence shall be your strength’ (30:15). 

Do you know the peace of God in your heart or are you fighting your battles in your own strength. Some people find every day a battle. Do you trust in money and technology like so many? How tragic it is to see men and women whose only hope is the best medical treatment the world can give. In the end they lose because death comes to all- and then the judgment.

Only Jesus can save you from death. Jesus said, ‘I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me, though he die, he shall live. And whoever lives and believes in me shall never die. Do you believe this?’ (John 11:25,26). Or are you like the Samaritans, and the people of Jerusalem, and like millions today, who refuse to think about death – as if it will go away!!  

The drunken and depraved leaders would soon be staggering, not from drink but from swords striking them. Refusing to hear the word of the Lord at this time would lead to an inability to hear and understand the word in the day of disaster. 

Do you refuse to listen when the evacuation procedures of your workplace are being explained? Do you say, 'I will be alright; nothing will ever happen to this place'?  How utterly foolish! Not nearly as foolish as not being ready to evacuate this world when it is destroyed at the return of Jesus Christ! ‘Behold I am coming quickly and my reward is with me’ says Jesus (Rev 22:12).   
Cornerstone in Zion                                                          Text: Isaiah 28:14-22
Some years ago I decided to build a rabbit hutch in the backyard. I got hold of some bricks and away I went. I laid a row down and started adding bricks on top. Up went the wall till I reached the height I wanted. But the wall was not straight. Why was that? I did not use a level or a string line. I have since learnt to set the corners of the walls first. When the corners are straight you draw out a string and make sure all the bricks are in line.

1. Covenant with death

Isaiah continues telling the rulers gathered in Jerusalem the words of the Lord (28:14). They were not listening; in fact they were mocking the prophet of God. They were all drunk as we have read. But Isaiah was not silenced by scoffers. He continued to tell them the word of God. 

As God’s messenger Isaiah was not at liberty to change his message to make it more to their liking. He was not even at liberty to stop preaching the word.  He was bound to tell the truth even if it was not what the people wanted to hear. A preacher’s task is the same. People will not like what he says and may stop coming to worship, but he goes on in his God-given task.

The rulers had made a covenant or a pact with death they said (28:15). They believed that when the scourge or whip passed through they would not be harmed. What is this all about? How were they going to cheat death? Most likely it refers to a secret pact they were making with the Egyptians. King Hezekiah was under pressure to make this alliance in the face of the threat from Assyria. But the Lord said No! (30:2, 31:1). 

These rulers may have been busy making this pact at the time Isaiah confronted them. They were proud of their clever, underhanded work, work based on lies and falsehood (28:15). They believed that when the Assyrians came the Egyptians would rush to their aid and they would be saved. In this way they would cheat death. 

But they were deluding themselves, according to Isaiah. They will not escape the overflowing scourge but will be trampled down by it (28:18). Their covenant with death will be annulled. This secret pact with the Egyptians will be worthless. The Assyrians will come upon them and they will be left helpless in the day of disaster. Night and day they will be harassed and they will be filled with fear (28:19).

‘Do not put your trust in princes nor in a human being, in whom there is no salvation’ (Psalm 146:3). Do not trust in medical science to deliver you from the grave. Claims are being made that new drugs will enable us to live to 150 years of age. People are excited - though not all. In the end what difference does it make if we die at 50, 100 or 150 years? Death still wins -unless you believe in Jesus and receive the gift of eternal life that only Jesus can give.

2. Cornerstone in Zion

‘Therefore thus says the Lord God’ (28:16). The prophet is speaking the words of God. He is speaking with God-given authority. God has the final word. The Bible is the authoritative and powerful word of God. ‘All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, for rebuke, for correction and for training in righteousness’ (2Tim 3:16). Remember this when you are reading or listening to the Bible. You reject God’s word to your peril. 

In the middle of the prophet’s warning to the rulers of Jerusalem comes a promise. Whoever believes this promise will not act with haste or will not panic (28:16). Those who believe this promise will not be filled with false hopes and then with terror, when their hopes in men are shattered. They will be filled with peace rather than panic.  

The Lord God will lay in Zion a stone for a foundation, a stone that will not be moved (28:16). This stone will be like an impenetrable bunker that no scourge or disaster can touch. Rulers often build bunkers where they think they will be safe when the enemy comes. Hitler had his bunker - but in the end he committed suicide in it. The ‘sure foundation’ of the Lord, however, is just that- sure! It will not be moved by any power in the universe. Not even death can destroy the foundation the Lord God will lay in Zion. 

This foundation refers to the Messiah. The Jews understood the verse in this way and so did the NT writers. The apostle Peter quotes this verse when referring to Jesus as the living stone, rejected by men but chosen by God and precious (1Peter 2:4). The apostle Paul refers to the latter part of the verse saying, ‘whoever believes in Him (Jesus) will not be put to shame’ (Rom 9:33, 10:11). This foundation stone is at the same time a stumbling stone to the Jews because he was rejected by them (Isaiah 8:14, Psalm 118:22). 

The Lord will lay a foundation stone in Zion. Zion refers to the holy hill which was the religious centre of Jewish worship. This foundation stone is further pictured as ‘a precious cornerstone’. The cornerstone was the stone from which the whole building took shape - the stone that was missing in my rabbit hutch! From this cornerstone the vertical and horizontal lines of the building are drawn. Because this stone is straight and firm the whole building will be straight and firm. 

Isaiah declares that the measuring line and plumb line drawn from the cornerstone are justice and righteousness respectively (28:17). These are the standards set by the Lord. Righteousness and justice are the foundation of his throne says the Psalmist (Ps 89:14, 97:2).  These are the standards set by the Lord in judging human actions. People must measure up to these standards or they will not stand. 

The rulers in Jerusalem, like those in Samaria, were not concerned about justice.  They did whatever they thought necessary to get ahead in life and to save their own skin. They operated by what today is being called the new ethic – and that was over 2500 years ago! We have made lies our refuge they said, just like the new ethic says (28:15). Truth and justice go hand in hand; as do lies and injustice.

Righteousness is demanded of all who will be saved by the Lord. Men and women must do what is right according to the commands of the Lord.  Those who disobey put themselves outside the protection offered by this foundation stone.  It is the cornerstone that determines what is right and what is not. It is not for man to make the rules or make his own ethics. God says, ‘I will make justice the measuring line, and righteousness the plumb line’ (28:17).  

God’s justice and righteousness are revealed in the Messiah who is Jesus Christ, the Son of God.  In the cross of Jesus we see the righteousness and justice of God (Rom 3:26). Jesus took the penalty for our sin thereby satisfying divine justice. The righteousness of Christ is imputed to us, making us righteous in God’s sight. Salvation is by grace from beginning to end.  

What a wonderful gem verse 16 is! The prophet offers hope when all else fails. And everything else will fail. Those trusting in their own strength and those hoping Egypt would save them would be bitterly disappointed. All who trust in themselves or the things of this world will be bitterly disappointed in the end.  

You can find peace and security in this cornerstone. You can trust in Jesus and stand firm against the overwhelming flood. That flood is rising up higher and higher in these last days. It is not rising sea levels you should fear by the rising levels of sin and wickedness. Lies and greed are becoming the norm in our society. Will you stand up for truth and righteousness that forever remains in Jesus Christ?

3. Comfort fails 

The peace and comfort found by trusting in God’s cornerstone is contrasted with the failure of human efforts to provide such comfort. Isaiah pictures such human effort as being on a bed that is too short, and having a bedcover that is too narrow. You may know what it is like trying to sleep in such a bed. The train journey from north to south India takes three days and two nights. The sleeper carriages have bunk beds.  The bed on the side of the compartment is about 10cm less than my height. Talk about an uncomfortable bed! These bunks are very narrow also. Needless to say the journey is exhausting. 

This is a picture of man’s efforts to solve his own problems. He always comes up short. He finds little things to take glory in but in the end he comes up short. He continues to come up short in the fight against death despite valiant efforts. But in the Lord Jesus Christ we do not come up short. Jesus defeated death and gives eternal life to all who believe in him. 

The work of the Lord is indeed strange yet awesome (28: 21). The Lord came down to give victory to David in his battle against the Philistines at Mt Perazim. The Lord came down with a hailstorm to give Joshua victory in his battle with the Amorites in the Valley of Gibeon (28:21). 

The Lord has come down to deliver all his chosen ones from sin and death. He has done so in the cross and the resurrection of Jesus Christ.  This is what God has revealed to us in his word. Is this what you believe, or are you still hoping to somehow save yourself from sin and its penalty which is death?   

Parable on purpose                                                          Text: Isaiah 28:23-29
The rulers in Jerusalem did not want to hear what Isaiah the prophet had to say. They mocked the man of God. They were drunk with wine. They stumbled both physically and in their leadership of the people. Isaiah warned them ‘do not be mockers … for I have heard from the Lord Almighty destruction determined upon the whole land’ (28:22). God had determined what will happen in the days to come. God has plans, and his plans will be fulfilled because he is God Almighty.

Do you think life is meaningless? Millions do! Some think life is a big joke.  They think everything in life can be laughed at. Being drunk helps in seeing things this way! Others think life is short and we must enjoy it while we can. ‘If this is all there is, then let's live it up’ they say. They live with their eyes fixed on the next pleasure they can find. Yet others see life as completely meaningless. 

The new atheists, like the traditional Hindu think that in the end we become nothing. We are somehow just absorbed into the universe. The difference is that the Hindu believes he has to go through many reincarnations before achieving this state. The atheist sees himself as going straight there. ‘We are the product of a mindless and purposeless natural process which did not have us in mind’ writes evolutionary biologist George Simpson. 

Isaiah assures the rulers in Jerusalem that God has a plan and purpose for the nation. They were busy making their own plans for Egypt to come and save them. This was not part of God’s plan, however, and it would fail. People, and particularly those who rule, make many plans, but they often fail. What they promise one day is denied the next. A great alliance of nations is made one day and the next that alliance is in tatters. Just look at Europe. Man proposes all sorts of things, but in the end it is God's will that prevails (Prov 19:21). 

Isaiah uses a short parable, or what some call a wisdom poem to illustrate divine determination or purpose. God does not change his mind. He has no need to because he is not surprised by anything. Nothing is out of his control. The book of Ecclesiastes speaks of the meaningless of life, but it ends with the wise words, ‘fear God and keep his commandments for this is mans all. For God will bring every work into judgment' (Eccl 11:13,14). We are not going around in circles but are progressing along a straight line because God has put eternity in our hearts (Eccl 3:11). 

1. Sowing
‘Give ear and hear my voice

Listen and hear my speech’ (28:23)

When God speaks we must listen. When Isaiah spoke the word of God the rulers mocked. They would be judged for such a response to God’s word – ‘lest your bonds be made strong’ (28:22). Be careful how you respond to the word of God. We must listen attentively and not let our minds wander. We must listen humbly and not think that we know better than God. Atheists like Hitchens and Dawkins know the Bible but pour scorn on these precious truths. ‘It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God’ (Heb 10:31). 

God’s word is not always easy to understand – it is of course the infinite God speaking to finite beings like us. But you will never understand if you do not listen. When you listen and ask the Holy Spirit to help you understand you will be blessed. How wonderful it is to know the plans and purposes of God as he has revealed them to us. How wonderful to know the grace of God as revealed in the Lord Jesus Christ. 

God often speaks in parables to help us understand his word. Jesus spoke in parables. The prophet speaks in a parable here in this passage. He uses a picture from farming to explain God’s word. The people of that day were very familiar with farming and would have understood the message. With a little background we can understand this parable and this wonderful truth of God.

‘Does the ploughman keep ploughing all day to sow?’ (28:24). A farmer has to plough the ground to remove the weeds and prepare a seedbed. He does this in a timely manner because the seed has to been sown at the right time. A foolish farmer might be so intent on removing every last weed that he keeps on ploughing and forgets to sow the crop. I know a fellow who was like this with his garden. He was forever digging it over to remove the weeds. He might actually sow something but then dig it all over again if weeds appeared. 

Having prepared the soil the wise farmer sows his crop at the right time and in the right way. Some crops are sown by broadcasting and others by drilling in rows. This was part of the training we gave to farmers in India. They would broadcast rice but we taught them to plant it in rows. This made weeding easier and gave higher yields. It is the same with wheat although it was difficult to get the machine that would plant in rows. It could be done by a simple drill drawn by oxen.

Cummin or dill is a small seed that is best broadcast or scattered on the ground and lightly covered. Drilling will put it too deep. On the other hand wheat, barley, and rye should be sown in rows for the reasons just stated (28:25). 

The first stanza of the poem ends with a reminder that God teaches the farmer the right time and the right way to do things. God gives him knowledge and wisdom about such things. The wise farmer will not keep ploughing and miss the time for sowing. The wise farmer will sow each crop according to its requirements. The wise farmer will understand the big picture as it were. He will keep his eye fixed upon the purpose for which he is ploughing and sowing a crop, namely to get bread to eat.

2. Threshing

The second part of the poem moves on to threshing the crop. Reaping is not spoken of here although reaping is central to the parable of the wheat and the tares/weeds that Jesus told (Mat 13:30). Isaiah's parable jumps straight to threshing. 

The crops sown in the first part of the poem are brought to the threshing floor (28:27). Just as there was a difference in sowing so there is a difference in threshing. The small seeds or fruits of cummin shatter very easily. All it takes is a few taps from a stick to remove the seeds from the plant. A heavy roller is not required. In fact a roller may damage the seed while threshing. 

Cereals on the other hand are much harder to thresh. A threshing sledge is needed to break up the head and remove the grain from the husk. Still this must be done carefully so as not to break the grain. ‘He does not thresh it forever’ (28:28). When it comes to winnowing he does not want broken grain and flour in with the chaff. After threshing, the grain is taken and ground into flour for making bread.

The farmer has a plan and purpose in his work. So does God. The farmers work is to get bread for his family to eat. God’s work is to bring the bread of life down from heaven and give life to the world (John 6:33). God’s work is to bring justice and righteousness to a fallen world. His work is an awesome work. It is an unusual or strange work. It is a work only God can do.

3. God’s purposes

Isaiah was teaching the people that there is both plan and purpose in God’s actions towards them and the surrounding nations. God was not all over the place with his working. He was not going this way one day and that way the next, as their rulers were apt to do. God is patient and longsuffering but his words will come true. He will judge the wicked and save the righteous. 

God chose the people of Israel and made a covenant with them for a purpose. Way back with Abraham he made the promise that through him all the nations of the earth would be blessed. And before that even in the Garden of Eden itself he promised that the seed of the woman would bruise the head of the serpent (Gen 3:15). His purpose as promised was to bless all the nations. His plan was to save his chosen people from all the nations.

God's eternal purpose for his creation and for mankind in particular centres upon Jesus Christ. In Jesus Christ all God’s plans are, and will be, fulfilled. It was through Abraham's seed that all the nations would be blessed. That seed had not yet come. The nation of Israel had turned away from God and had to be judged. In judging God would preserve a remnant, as often spoken of by Isaiah, because the Messiah had not yet come. 

‘This also comes from the Lord Almighty, who is wonderful in counsel and excellent in wisdom’ (28:29). Wonderful in counsel reminds us of the wonderful counsellor spoken of back in chapter 9 verse 6; ‘For unto us a child is born, unto us a Son is given’. Earlier in this chapter we read of the precious cornerstone God would set up (28:16). The Bible never moves far away from the central character of God’s plan for the creation, namely Jesus Christ. 

‘Excellent in wisdom’. God is wisdom. He is the all-knowing and all-wise God. His wisdom is seen in his great and eternal plan for his creation. This plan was being worked out in Isaiah’s day and it is still being worked out today. You are included in this great plan that extends beyond this life and the life of this world in which we live. 

Listen to the words of chapter 8 of our Confession (Westminster Confession of Faith 8:1): ‘It pleased God in his eternal purpose to choose and ordain the Lord Jesus, his only begotten Son, to be the Mediator between God and man, the Prophet, Priest and King, the Head and Saviour of his Church, the Heir of all things, and Judge of the world, unto whom he did for all eternity give a people to be his seed, and to be by him in time redeemed, called, justified, sanctified, and glorified.’ That is one amazing plan!   

Finally, we turn to the words of the apostle Paul in 2 Corinthians 1. He said his preaching of Jesus Christ the Son of God among them was not yes and no, but in Him was always yes. ‘For all the promises of God in Him are Yes, and in Him Amen, to the glory of God through us’ (2Cor 1:20). Jesus Christ is the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end. All God purposes are fulfilled in him. Do you know the blessing that is yours to be included in God’s wonderful plan, a plan that stretches into eternity?  

Woe to wayward Jerusalem                                                Text: Isaiah 29:1-10
Jerusalem was the holy city. The people of this city went to the temple to worship God. They went with their sacrifices and offerings at appointed times. They went to worship God who brought them out of slavery in Egypt into this beautiful land. They came as the covenant people God. They were bound to worship God alone and to ‘love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul and with all your strength’ (Deut 5:5). 

The prophet Isaiah began his prophecy warning the people about turning away from the Lord. They were still going to the temple with their sacrifices but the Lord was not pleased with them. He no longer listened to their prayers because their hands were full of blood (1:15). They were walking in sin and their worship had become an empty ritual. 

Here in chapter 29 we read that the Lord was not pleased with his people because, ‘they honour me with their lips but their hearts are far from me’ (29:13). If you say this is what Isaiah said way back in chapter 1 you would be right. But do not be surprised. What person pays heed to the word of the Lord with just one warning? Do you immediately obey the word of God, or does he have to speak to you a number of times, often more loudly and more firmly, before you take notice? 

1. Distress to Jerusalem

This section of Isaiah began with a woe to Ephraim or Samaria in chapter 28. The prophet called that city, ‘the crown of pride’ (28:1). In chapter 29 we find a second woe, this time directed at Jerusalem. He calls this city, ‘Ariel, the city where David dwelt’ (29:1). The Lord made a promise to David that his throne would last forever. 

The word ‘Ariel’ can be translated ‘Lion of God’, or more likely as ‘the altar hearth’. ‘This is the place where God’s home or hearth fire is among his people’. It is the city of religious festivals and feasts - Passover, Pentecost and Tabernacles being the main ones. Year after year the people gathered for these festivals, but it seems they lost sight of the significance of these gatherings. 

At these gatherings they were to remember God’s mercy and great power in bringing them out of slavery in Egypt and establishing them in this land. They were gatherings to remind them of the future glory of Zion. They were to listen to the word of God being read, as well as bringing their sacrifices and feasting together. But they had lost sight of these truths. Their festivals were just a reason for another party.

For the church in Corinth the Lord’s Supper was becoming a bit like this. The church came together to remember the Lord Jesus but some got drunk; others gorged themselves, while others went hungry (1Cor 11:21). Some Christians see Christmas as a time to drink to excess. They bring shame upon the name ‘Christian’. Let us not meet together or feast together in a way that brings shame to the name of Jesus. 

‘Yet I will distress Ariel; There shall be heaviness and sorrow’ (29:2). There would be moaning and mourning in Jerusalem. It would become like a place of sacrifice to the Lord. Such was the threat that loomed over this city. The Assyrians crushed Samaria in 722BC. They came into Judah and overran its cities in 701BC- the fourteenth year of Hezekiah. It is thought this prophecy speaks of this time. Sennacherib, King of Assyria sent his troops to the gates of Jerusalem. The commander of the army called upon Hezekiah to surrender. But Hezekiah prayed to the Lord and the Lord heard his prayer (Chapter 36, 37).

‘I will encamp against you all around’ (29:3). What the Lord wanted the people to know was that he was behind this attack from the enemy. The people would be brought down to the dust as the enemy threatened and they were powerless to resist. They would be fearful; they would despair. Isaiah says their voice would be like that of a medium (29:4). They must have been familiar with the secretive, hushed voice of the medium or spiritist. ‘The general idea is that Judah will no longer speak out arrogantly, but only mutter from the dust of humiliation’.  

2. Delivered by God

‘Moreover, the multitude of your enemies will be like fine dust’ (29:5). This is a complete turnaround. Now the enemies are like dust. Now Isaiah is speaking of the threatening enemy becoming like chaff that is blown away. He refers to them as the ‘multitude’ or ‘horde’ some four times. This enemy is great in number and very powerful. But that made no difference to God, who is omnipotent.

It shall be in an instant that this horde will disappear like the dust or the chaff (29:5). When God spoke, when God breathed on them as it were, they would be blown away. The Lord could do this through a storm, an earthquake or a fire. The Almighty God controls the forces of nature and he does so to his glory. Look in the history books and see how often battles have been turned around by changes in the weather. Look in the newspaper and see how often communities have been crushed by natural disasters. 

The Lord can turn things around so quickly it will seem like a dream. The people may go to bed in great distress with their enemy at the gate, and wake up to find their enemy has disappeared. They might think they are still dreaming but it will be for real. Such is the power of God, the God of the impossible. The Lord our God is able to do abundantly more than we can ask or think- or even dream of (Eph 3:20). Do you believe this?  

Dreams can work in the other way. We have so called ‘sweet dreams’ but wake to find the reality is not at all sweet. Such dreams are more commonly day dreams or wishful thinking. This is what it would be like for the enemy camped at the gates of Jerusalem. They were dreaming about the glory of overtaking Jerusalem and about all the plunder they would get. They could taste victory, but like the hungry man eating in his dream or the thirsty man drinking in his dream they would wake up still hungry and still thirsty (29: 8).

This ties in with the over confident Assyrians who boasted as if Jerusalem was already in their hands (chapter 36). On the face of it, by human reckoning, they had reason to boast. But the enemy of Israel did not reckon on the almighty power of the God who dwelt among his people in Zion. They awoke one morning to find dead men all around them- 185, 000 of their own (37:36).

‘It took faith and inspiration by direct divine intervention for the prophet to speak like this’ writes one commentator. It took faith for the four men carrying their paralytic friend to Jesus to dig through the roof in order to get him before Jesus. We see here faith that is active. In the midst of distress in Jerusalem the prophet of God brought a sure word of hope. The faith of the four men brought hope to the paralytic. 

Is your faith working in you a certain hope, a hope based in the word of God? Is your faith working a hope in others? Are you by faith bringing them to the Lord as these men did their friend?

3. Drunken stupor

The Lord would bring the people in Jerusalem to their knees. He would bring them down to the dust because of their sin. But he would then deliver them from their enemies. He would punish the nations that came to harm his special people. Surely the people would see the hand of the Lord delivering them from their enemy!

The prophet called upon them to ‘pause and wonder’ (29:9). They had been on the brink of destruction. They could do nothing to save themselves. Their king prayed to the Lord and the Lord delivered them. Maybe they also prayed. But would they see the hand of the Lord in this deliverance; or would they say it was just a chance happening, or even say, ‘we did it ourselves’.

This is what some do. They pray for healing and when they go home the doctors get all the praise and the Lord gets none. They have some personal problem which they pray about, and ask others to pray about, and when it is all sorted they say, ‘I did it myself’. They praise some therapy, some meditation or some pill they started taking but give no thanks to the Lord. 

The prophet said, ‘pause and wonder!’ He warns them about spiritual blindness. No matter how bright the light is, a blind man cannot see. People can see the wonders of God in the creation but cannot see the creator God. They worship all manner of created things but will not worship the infinite and eternal God. The tragic truth is that the Lord hardens the hearts of those who choose to go on in this blindness. He sends upon them a spirit that makes them like a drunken man. They stagger along as if blind drunk, ‘but not with wine or intoxicating drink' (29:9). They are blind to their own ignorance and their own sin. 

‘Their condition, while self-induced, is the result of God’s judgment on them and on their spiritual leaders, the prophets and seers’ writes Harman. In that day God spoke to his people though the prophets. Prophets spoke the words of God. Without these words they remained in spiritual darkness. The Lord sent Isaiah to speak to the people but he was told at the outset they would shut their ears and eyes to his message (6:10). Sometimes the prophets were silent because God was not speaking to those who refused to listen. 

The apostle Paul saw the relevance of Isaiah’s words as he addressed the Jews in his day. Why did Israel not accept the gospel of Jesus Christ? They were, and are, the people who have the oracles of God, the people whom God prepared for the coming of his Son. But they rejected the Word that became flesh and dwelt among them. Paul concluded that, ‘God has given them as spirit of stupor, eyes that they should not see and ears that they should not hear, to this very day’ (Rom 11:8).

In our day we could say the same thing of a generation or more of Christians, of people who have been taught the Scriptures in their youth but like the Jews did not hear it with faith. Lapsed Catholics, lapsed Anglicans and lapsed Presbyterians are everywhere! ‘The word which they heard did not profit them, not being mixed with faith in those who heard it’ (Heb 4:2). May faith be active in your heart as you hear the word of the living God.  

Word, wisdom and worship                                            Text: Isaiah 29: 11-14
Josiah was eight years old when he became king and he reigned 31 years in Jerusalem. He reigned after the time of Isaiah. What was interesting about Josiah was that while repairing the temple they ‘found the Book of the Law in the house of the Lord’ (2Kings 22:8). When it was read to the king he said, ‘great is the wrath of the Lord… because our fathers have not obeyed the words of this book’ (2Kings 22:13). Josiah went on to restore true worship in Jerusalem, worship according to what was written in this book. He ordered the Passover to be kept as commanded in this book. He put away the mediums and spiritists, all the idols and every abomination in Judah and Jerusalem. So ended a period of great darkness in the land. 

The history of the church tells the same story, namely that when the word of God is closed darkness comes upon the land. Prior to the Reformation of the sixteenth century people other than priests were discouraged from reading the Bible- in fact the church of Rome punished any person found to be reading the Bible without permission. The people were kept in the dark.  Wycliffe believed the Bible should be read by all people. When he translated the Bible from Latin into English in 1382 he faced intense opposition from the church. He was declared to be a heretic and his books to be burned.  The Pope later ordered his bones to be dug up and burned in the fire. It is appropriate that this period of history is called the Dark Ages. 

1. Words of a book

Isaiah, like Jeremiah, was a writing prophet. He wrote down the words the Lord gave to him in visions (2:1). Isaiah speaks of the ‘whole vision’, of all the prophecies given to him being in a book or scroll (29:11, 12). In the providence of God they were written down so that people could later see how the words were fulfilled. 

In the first instance the prophecies were to be read or listened to by his contemporaries. If the people listened they would learn what God was doing and what God was about to do. If they listened and obeyed they would have repented and returned to the Lord. They would have avoided the suffering that was coming upon them (1:10). The words of the Lord, however, had become like a sealed book or scroll. Writing in those days was on a scroll that was rolled up and sealed with a lump of clay. Isaiah pictures the book being given to a literate person to read. But this person says, ‘I cannot for it is sealed’ (29:11). It is not the piece of clay that is the problem of course- it is the blindness that covers his heart. He has no desire to listen to the word of God. Men will open and read all manner of books and magazines that stimulate their corrupt and perverse hearts, but not the book of divine truth. 

We mentioned Wycliffe translating the Bible into the language of the people. While he was doing this others were teaching the people how to read. Schools were started for the purpose of teaching people to read the Bible. We have fallen a long way to the present day when some want to ban reading the Bible in schools. 

Millions of people are still illiterate. They have not had the opportunity to go to school. Missionaries are engaged in literacy programs with the aim of enabling people to read the Bible. A poor lady who heard the gospel and believed in Jesus was illiterate. We would read to her and teach her verses from the Bible. We were told later that she prayed to the Lord and can now read.  

If you can read why are you not reading this precious book? All your education is a waste if you fail to use it to read this book. Moreover, if you have opportunity to help someone read please do so. Help them to read the most important book in the world, the Holy Bible. 

2. Worship in spirit
‘Therefore the Lord said’ (29:13). The Lord had a final word for the blind, rebellious people of Jerusalem. He clearly describes the nature of their sin. ‘They honour me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me’ (29:13). They were bringing their sacrifices and offerings to the temple. They were going through the motions of worship but their hearts were unmoved. It was just a ritual, a formal display for all to see and make them feel good. The Book was not the standard for worship. No one could or would read it, remember!   

Jesus confronted formalism in worship in his day. He confronted people whose worship was based on tradition and not on the Scriptures. He confronted people very concerned about outward aspects of worship but not in the least concerned about matters of the heart, matters like love, repentance and forgiveness. Their mouths were open to sing and to pray. They loved to stand and pray long prayers with lots of repetition, but it was vanity not sincerity. 

Jesus confronted people for whom worship was all about law keeping. Order in worship is important but with these people the laws they were following were the laws of men. They were following the traditions of the elders (Mat 15: 2). They were concerned about washing of hands and bowls, about food and about dress and about keeping the Sabbath. Jesus reminded them that what goes into the body does not defile, but what comes out. It is from the heart that evil thoughts proceed, and wicked behaviour follows (Mat 15:19). 

Jesus made it clear to the woman at the well that true worshipers must worship in spirit and truth. We must be sincere and not hypocritical as we come to worship. We must come with humility, examining our hearts, not our dress. We must draw near in faith, opening our heart to the word and the Spirit of God. ‘Draw near to God and he will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands you sinners and purify your hearts you double minded’ (James 4:8). 

We spoke of the Dark Ages in the history of the church when the Bible was kept from the common people. Church tradition was given greater authority than the Bible at that time. Whenever this happens in any church, worship will be corrupted. It was like this in Isaiah’s day and in Josiah’s day. It was like this in Jesus’ day. It was like this prior to the Reformation. It is like this today. Ultimate authority must always be given to the Scriptures. ‘The word of God contained in the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, is the only rule to direct us how we may glorify and enjoy him (God)’ (Shorter Catechism Q2)

3. Wonderful work 

The Lord said through the prophet, ‘I will again do a marvelous work …and a wonder’ (29:14). What was this marvelous work? Why the ‘again’? The Lord had delivered them before when they were slaves in Egypt. That was a mighty work of God but it was a physical deliverance from a physical bondage. What these people needed was spiritual deliverance, deliverance from sin. These people- not my people, notice- were blind and their hearts were hard. They were a people burdened by sin. They needed One who would deliver them from sin and death. 

This marvelous work spoken of by Isaiah must surely be the work of Jesus in the cross and resurrection. Isaiah was pointing to a new exodus, a greater exodus, which he goes on to describe in chapter 53. ‘By his knowledge my righteous Servant will justify many, for he shall bear their iniquities’ (Isa 53:11). This marvelous work will not be in accord with the wisdom of this world. In fact it will be hidden from those who consider themselves wise (29:14). Jesus may have had Isaiah's words in mind when he rejoiced with the seventy after they returned from their mission. He prayed, thanking the Lord that he had hidden these things from the wise and prudent and revealed them to babes (Luke 10:21). The life-saving truth of the gospel is revealed to those of child-like faith. 

The apostle Paul quotes Isaiah’s words in his letter to the church at Corinth (1Cor 1:19). The heart of human beings had not changed after 800 years. There were still those who seek after wisdom, namely the Greeks or Gentiles. Paul found such people in Athens talking about the latest theories and philosophies. Worldly wisdom is highly prized by worldly people- but not heavenly wisdom. Paul spoke to the men at Athens about the marvelous work of Jesus of Nazareth whom God raised from the dead. Some people mocked (Acts 17:32). There were mockers at Corinth also, men who were wise by worldly standards but fools in the eyes of God. Paul preached Christ crucified, a message of foolishness to the Gentiles but the message of salvation to those who believe.

The astronomer who shared in the Nobel Prize for physics was asked in an interview about the origin of the universe. He replied that he was not religious and would not speculate on such matters. We might applaud his honesty as a scientist. But we regret the media, and many such people, running off to academics with questions about life and truth when they have no more knowledge about such matters than the man in the street – or child in the church. ‘I will destroy the wisdom of the wise and bring to nothing the understanding of the prudent’ said the prophet (29:14). The Son of God said that God had revealed the truth to babes.    

Who’s who?                                                                      Text: Isaiah 29:15-24
The most fundamental and most tragic effect of sin is that it separates us from God. Sin separates us from our maker. God is holy and pure. Sin makes us unholy and impure- filthy in fact. Because of our sin we want to hide ourselves from the presence of God just like Adam. And in the ignorance that comes over us because of sin we actually think that we can hide ourselves from God. We think that God does not see us in the secret place or know the secret plans we hatch to deceive or trap our enemy.

‘Be sure your sins will find you out’ is what was once taught. Is it still taught today? It is a lesson taught but not always heeded. Time and again we see public figures being found out, and their ‘dirty laundry’ so called being aired in public. The newspapers do not have enough pages to air the dirty laundry of everyone – although they do their best! One wonders what they would write if men and women did not have these dark secrets to hide. 

The new ethic is focused on the hiding of secrets, not living a holy life. It does not teach the truth of sin. The sin, they say, is in getting caught. You have got to be smarter at covering your sin. The teaching of the Bible is not to sin in the first place. In God’s grace, and with the gift of his word and his Spirit, we can live in a way that is pleasing to him. We can be like Daniel of whom they said, ‘we shall not find any charge against this Daniel, unless it we find it concerning the law of his God (Daniel 6:5).

The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom. It is kindergarten or preschool wisdom to understand that you cannot hide from God. God is spirit; he is infinite and eternal. He made all things. He sees all things and knows all things. There is no escaping the eyes of God, and hence no escaping the judgment of God. There is one thing more foolish than trying to hide from God and that is to say that you have not sinned! 

1. Ridiculous
‘Woe to those who seek deep to hide their counsel far from the Lord’ (29:15). Isaiah is still speaking to Jerusalem. What was going on in Jerusalem at this time? Assyria was threatening the city. What were the people doing in the face of this threat- which was actually by way of divine punishment (29: 3)? Some were secretly plotting an alliance with Egypt- take a glance at the next chapter. We spoke earlier of Isaiah bursting into a meeting and finding the men drunk. 

This was a secret meeting. Who were they hiding from? King Hezekiah? Or was it from God? The prophet told Hezekiah not to look to Egypt for help but to look to the Lord. Hezekiah struggled to trust in the Lord (37:1). Others did not even try. They met in secret to make what would have been an expensive alliance with Egypt. ‘Who sees us? and, ‘Who knows us?’ they said (29:15). How ridiculous! How could they say or even think such things. God sees and knows everything. ‘Woe to such fools’ was the prophet’s message.  

These men thought they could do a better job than God in protecting the city. They rejected the clear word of God given though the prophet. They refused to believe that God could deliver them. Their view of God was totally corrupted. They no longer believed that God was their maker and their deliverer. They not only thought God was blind but that he was doing a poor job of being God.  

God’s book was closed of course, and they forgot or ‘revised’ their own history. Their new philosophy turned everything on its head. They said, ‘we are in charge of our own destiny, not God’. They were like the clay saying to the potter, ‘you did not make me, and you have no understanding of my circumstances’ (29: 16).

This analogy of the potter and the clay is simple yet profound. Isaiah uses it again in chapter 45. The apostle Paul uses it in Romans 9 where he is explaining the sovereignty of God in election and in hardening the heart of some. Even some Christians criticise this aspect of God’s sovereignty. 'But who are you', says the apostle, 'to speak against God and his choosing as he pleases' (Rom 9:20). He reminds us, as Isaiah did, that the potter has the power to do what he likes with a lump of clay. Proud human hearts do not like to hear this, but hear and accept it they must.

‘He did not make me’ (29:16). This is the teaching of evolution in a nutshell. Darwin knew what he was saying when he wrote his book expounding the theory of evolution. He was undermining this basic truth revealed both in nature and in the Bible, namely that we are made by God. Darwin was of course following in the footsteps of many others who have invented their own gods. He thought he was clever but so did those who made the golden calf, and those who make idols of monkeys and elephants and bow down and worship them. They make gods in their own image so they can rule over their gods. They can hide from these gods if they want. They can ignore these gods if they want. But there is one thing they cannot do and that is trust these gods. Believing in evolution never has and never will give hope to anyone. 

2. Reversal

The chapter ends with a word about the future. Isaiah said that in a very little while there would be a radical transformation or complete reversal in world order. Powerful kings and nations would be brought down while poor and insignificant peoples would be lifted up. This is what Daniel told king Nebuchadnezzar who ruled over the most powerful nation on earth at the time. He said that God is most wise and powerful. God ‘changes the times and the seasons; he removes kings and raises up kings; he gives wisdom to the wise and knowledge to those who have understanding. He reveals deep and secret things; he knows what is in darkness and light dwells with him’ (Dan 2:21, 22). What a great summary of what we are reading here in Isaiah!  

Isaiah said that Lebanon would become an orchard, and the orchard a forest (29:17). The forests of Lebanon were well known. For these to be turned into an orchard seems to have been a proverbial saying for a downfall. For an orchard to become a forest meant blessing and glory. In this instance the most likely reference is to the downfall of Assyria and the rise or restoration of Israel. While the people feared the worst from the terrible Assyrian army, Isaiah assured them that it would not be long before the situation would be completely changed.

‘A very little while’ is followed by ‘that day’ (29:17,18). The day is not specified, and deliberately so. It can be applied to events in Israel or to the greater event, namely the day of the Messiah. ‘The deaf shall hear and the blind shall see’ certainly remind us of the Messiah (29:18). But in the first instance Isaiah is referring to ‘the words of the book’ which he spoke of earlier in this chapter (29:11). The book was sealed and no one would or could read it. But one day the words of the book would be heard. The spiritually deaf would hear and the blind would see. 

When John the Baptist wanted assurance that Jesus was the Messiah, what message did Jesus send to him? He said, among other things, ‘the blind see, the deaf hear and the poor have the gospel preached to them’ (Luke 7:22). These were signs of the messianic age. These were also symbolic of spiritual blessings, of spiritual blindness and spiritual deafness being cured. This is what the Messiah is all about.  

The Messiah would usher in a new kingdom, the kingdom of God. This kingdom would be the complete opposite of worldly kingdoms in which the poor and humble are trampled underfoot. In that day the humble and the poor will ‘rejoice in the Holy One of Israel’ (29: 19). The faithful few will be vindicated by Almighty God. They will be restored to their rightful place when the King of heaven appears. 

On the other hand the ‘terrible one’, the ruthless rulers of this world will be brought to nothing (29:20). This may well refer to Assyria but not only Assyria. The ‘terrible one’ is further described as scornful and as one whose heart is set on evil. All such men and nations will be cut off, consumed and brought to nothing. God is just and one day he will justly judge all people.

Those who are set on evil are further described in verse 21. They are continually plotting evil. Firstly, they twist the truth and make the victim out to be the offender. How can this happen you ask? Look in the Bible to Jezebel who plotted against Naboth to get her hands on his land. Look at the evil men who plotted against Jesus. We know he had no sin but they brought false charges against Jesus and got him put to death. Secondly, they get to the judge and undermine his integrity. A bribe may do it or if not then blackmail will. Thirdly, on a mere trifle or technicality they ‘turn aside’ or deny justice to the just.

Have you ever been the victim of injustice or been denied justice? Has the court system ever failed you? It has for many, and it is still failing innocent people today because of people whose hearts are set on evil. In Pakistan a Christian may be accused of blasphemy by his Muslim neighbour so that neighbour can grab his land or his daughter. All around the world, even in our own country, innocent people are being denied justice. The Lord hates injustice and will vindicate the faithful ones ‘in that day’. ‘Be of good cheer I have overcome the world’ says Jesus (John 16:33).

3. Restoration

The future transformation promised by the prophet included the restoration of the remnant in addition to a reversal in the world order just described in verse 17-21. The remnant would return to the Lord when they saw and understood his working to deliver them.

‘Therefore thus says the Lord’, the same Lord who redeemed Abraham (29:22). We might have expected him to say the Lord who redeemed his people from Egypt. But instead he remembers the Lord calling Abraham out of his pagan home in Ur and into Canaan. Joshua began his account of God’s redemption with Abraham (Joshua 24). Stephen did the same (Acts 7). These men understood God’s plans and purpose for his people and for the whole world from beginning to end. Do you look beyond your immediate situation and wonder at the great plan of God for you, for his people and for this world?   

Speaking of ‘that day’ Isaiah declares that God’s chosen people (Jacob) will no longer be ashamed or fearful of those who mock and mistreat them (29:22). Rather they will fear the Lord and honour his name above all others. They will do this when they see the mighty works of the Lord. They would see first-hand another great deliverance by the Lord. This may point to the return of the exiles from Babylon- although the greatest deliverance of all may also be in mind. 

When they see and understand the works of the Lord they will no longer doubt or complain (29:24). They will stand in awe and wonder at the greatness of God. They will fear the God of Israel and hallow his name. Well might Jesus teach his disciples and us to pray, ‘Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name’. Is this what you pray? Is this what you do?  Our Father is also our judge. Let us not bring dishonour to his holy name. 

Trust in God, not man                                                       Text: Isaiah 30:1-14
Proverbs 3:5-6 should be written on the heart of every one of God’s people. Is it written on your heart? It was not written on the hearts of the people in Isaiah’s day as we see from this passage. Do you know what I am talking about? Open your Bible and read these verses. Underline them; write them out and stick them on your fridge. Have you found them there in your Bible? Read them with me. ‘Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge him and he will direct your paths’ (Prov 3:5-6). 

1. Rely on Egypt
We come to the fourth ‘woe’ in this section of Isaiah. It is another ‘woe’ directed at God’s people. In this chapter, and the next, the historical setting is made clear- even if the date can only tentatively be placed at 701BC. 

In the time of King Hezekiah the mighty Assyrian army came into Judah and to the gates of Jerusalem. Hezekiah’s advisors urged him to make an alliance with Egypt to secure their help in the face of this threat. The prophet told the king not to rely on Egypt but to trust in the Lord, the covenant God of Israel. The politicians ignored the prophet and went down to Egypt anyway. They tried to keep their movements and their talks secret, but as we saw in the previous chapter nothing can be hidden from the Lord. The princes of Egypt and maybe the Pharaoh himself came to Zoan, a city in the Nile delta. ‘His ambassadors came to Hanes’ (30:4) which may be another place or a palace within the city of Zoan. They came to meet the envoys from Jerusalem. 

Throughout this passage the people of Jerusalem are labelled rebellious; ‘rebellious children’ in verse 1 and just ‘rebellious people’ in verse 9. They are condemned by the Lord for not listening to his advice but devising their own plans. These plans were a deliberate rejection of the Lord as their protector. The Lord was their refuge and their strength. The Lord was the one who gave shelter to his people. Time and again he did protect them. This time the trouble they were in was by way of punishment from the Lord anyway (29:3). Instead of repenting and running back to the Lord they ran deeper into sin. They ‘added sin to sin’ (30: 1). 

This can so easily happen to us because our hearts, as Jeremiah says, are deceitful above all things and desperately wicked (Jer 17:9). No one likes discipline but if we are wise we will not reject the Lord’s discipline as these people were doing. ‘My son, do not despise the chastening of the Lord’ (Prov 3:11). One sin leads to another and to another until we either run to the Lord for mercy or run headlong to destruction. 

The very words used to describe the Lord’s protection are here used to describe the protection of Pharaoh that these rebellious people hoped for (30:2,3). They were completely rejecting the Lord. They put their hope in man rather than God. In their foolishness they replaced a sure and certain hope with an uncertain and vain and hope.

2. Reproach 

The prophet told these people that by placing their trust in the king of Egypt rather than the Lord they would end up in shame and disgrace. They would end up with ‘egg all over their face’ we might say. The Egyptians would be of no help. They would not come to the aid of Jerusalem. In fact it seems they could not. They were already under attack from Assyria. The once great nation of Egypt was in disarray. But if little Judah was stupid enough to pay vast sums for their protection, the Egyptians were happy to take their money.

God’s people would suffer shame and reproach (30:5). They would become a laughing stock among the nations. Already the Assyrians were mocking them saying, ‘you trust in the staff that is a broken reed’, that is Egypt (2Kings 18:21). All they could do was hide their heads in shame. 

The Assyrians would also mock them for trusting in the Lord which they finally did when Hezekiah prayed to the Lord. Pagans will mock those who trust in the Lord, but this is different. The Lord did protect his children when he sent his angel who killed 185000 Assyrian soldiers in one night (37:36f). The Egyptians did not kill a single Assyrian soldier for them. 

It is incredible how blind these rebels had become. Proud hearts that rebel against the Lord always become blinded by sin. Protection from Egypt was coming at great cost both in money and effort. They had to get together bags of riches and treasures and then carry these down to Egypt (30:6). They may have imposed more taxes on the poor people to pay for this folly (30:12).

The envoys had to travel ‘through a land of trouble and anguish’ said Isaiah in an oracle against the beasts of the South or the Negev (30:6). The highway along the coast was controlled by the Assyrians at this time, so they had to take the road through the desert. There are overtones of Moses and the wilderness journey as they contended with wild beasts and snakes. Moses was of course leading God’s people out of bondage in Egypt. These political leaders were leading the nation back into bondage to Egypt. 

Along this long and arduous route their donkeys and camels carried the money with which they would buy Egypt’s protection. These men were proud of the deal they had done, but as Isaiah said it would all be in vain. He again tells them that the Egyptians would take their money and run. The Egyptians help will be vain and empty (30:7). 

Isaiah coined a name to describe how useless Egypt would be (30:7). Translations differ but most come up with ‘Egypt the do- nothing’ or ‘Egypt that sits idle’. Egypt was Mr Do-nothing, if you have seen the Mr Men books. Rahab is what the prophets called Egypt; Isaiah adds this name these derogatory but true words. He is told to write this name on a tablet, and maybe the words of the chapter on a scroll. This would serve as a testimony, a ‘told-you-so’ from the Lord in the days to come- in fact forever. One day they would realise how foolish they had been, and others, like us, might learn from their foolishness.  

If you are trusting in riches then you are not trusting in God. You cannot trust in both (Mat 6:24). If you are trusting in riches, if you think your money will buy you happiness and security, you will sooner or later feel shame and reproach. For some a taste of such shame has come in recent days with the global financial crisis. But this is nothing compared to the shame that will come when they realise that money cannot buy eternal life. Money cannot buy a ticket to heaven. Everyone knows that taking riches and treasures into your grave is utterly foolish but still millions live as if they can. 

Trust in the Lord dear friend, and you will not be put to shame. Trust in the Lord and he will deliver you from the greatest enemy of human beings - that is death. Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and you will have victory over death. You will live!

3. Rejecting the Lord

God’s special people were unfaithful to the God who delivered them out of bondage and made a covenant with them. God had given them their own land and blessed them in every way. But they rejected the covenant commands. They told the seers, and old term for prophet, not to have visions or at least not to tell them about their visions. 

They told the prophets not to speak the truth but only ‘smooth things’ (30:10). They told the prophets to get out of the way and let them live as they pleased. ‘Cause the Holy one of Israel to cease from before us’ (30:11). What a terrible and blasphemous thing to say. 

Tragically such feelings and such words are common today. People have no desire to listen to the truth found in the Bible. Leave religion out of this debate they say. Take your Bible out of here; we only want to listen to clever men and women. If these men and women speak lies they do not care- as long as they get a majority vote. ‘People will cheerfully abide by ‘illusion’ rather than hear the truth’ wrote a Bible teacher called Leupold back in 1968. He went on, ‘One wonders how far people may stray from the truth’. If he was writing today he would say, ‘very far’. 

4. Reprimand of God

‘Therefore thus says the Holy One of Israel’ (30:12). Note that the One speaking is the same One who was told to cease from speaking in verse 11. God will not be silenced. His name cannot be blasphemed with impunity. The almighty and eternal God will have the last word. Let everyone be clear about this!

What does the Lord have to say? He recounts the sin of the people. The Lord is always just. Not only did they despise his word but they were guilty of perversity and oppression (30:12). They had probably taxed the poor to get enough tribute as we have said. Their perversity was in their dealing with Egypt. Their pride in making this deal was only matched by the perversity of the exercise. 

Therefore this sin will become to them like a bulging high wall that is ready to break (30:13). They had added sin to sin. By not trusting in the Lord they had dug themselves into a deep hole; and they kept on digging! This is the nature of sin. Here Isaiah turns the pit into a wall. Their sin was like a wall getting higher and higher; a wall that would soon come crashing down on them.

You have seen a child building a tall tower with building blocks. They make it higher and higher until it suddenly crashes down. The same thing will happen if you turn away from the Lord. As you add sin to sin the tower goes up and you think life is great. But beware! The Lord will bring you down in a heap. He will shatter your dreams and illusions like a car windscreen shatters. You will be left in a heap and swept into the gutter- you who once said to the Lord, ‘get out of my way and leave me to follow my own path’.  

Not alliance but reliance                                                 Text: Isaiah 30:15- 26
Back in the 1970’s young people from the West flocked to India to listen to the gurus of Hinduism. One of the band called ‘the Beatles’ discovered this new religion. Some gurus got the idea of bringing their religion to the West. Among these was Maharishi Mahesh Yogi who brought a form of Yoga called Transcendental Meditation. He taught people to sit in the lotus position and mediate, usually on a secret mantra he gave them. In classical Yoga the objective is to free the mind or soul from the body so it can be absorbed into the ‘Absolute’. 

Nowadays when people think of meditation they think of Yoga, as if meditation was not previously known. But in the very first psalm God tells us to meditate on His word day and night. As Joshua led the people into Canaan God told him to meditate on the Book of the Law day and night. Rather than empty your mind with Yoga meditation we are to fill our minds by meditating on God’s word.  

We should learn from Mary who sat at Jesus’ feet listening to his words, in contrast to Martha who was too busy with serving Jesus. We are mostly busy serving ourselves or our family. Why is this? Do you think the Lord is not able to care for you? Do you think he is not willing to supply your needs? Do you think he has forgotten you?  Do you come to church occasionally just to keep God happy; but the rest of the time, the other six days and 22 hours you live like the ungodly?

1. Come to the Lord

The people of Jerusalem were under siege from the Assyrians. Isaiah said to trust in the Lord but the politicians said, 'we must get help from Egypt'. The Lord who had redeemed these people and kept them ‘under the shade of his wing’ was not pleased. These rebellious children were rejecting their maker and their Father. The prophet of God told them that going to Egypt was a loss, loss proposition. They would lose all their money and get no help anyway. Isaiah told them of an alternative proposition- a win, win proposition. If they returned to the Lord they would be saved; and that at no cost. ‘Thus says the Lord God, the Holy One of Israel; in returning and rest you shall be saved; in quietness and confidence shall be your strength’ (30:15).  

They would be saved by doing nothing, nothing but trusting in the Lord. It was so easy but yet so difficult. ‘How can we be saved if we do nothing but stay quiet and calm’ they may have said. What a stupid idea! This must be the most insidious effect of sin in the human heart. Selfishness is seen as bad but the other effect of sin, namely self-reliance, is seen by most as ‘good’. The world admires those who help themselves. Some will concede that ‘God and me’ can do great things together. But few will listen when told to rest entirely in the Lord. 

‘Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved’ (Acts 16:31). This is the clear and straightforward message of the Gospel. But people refuse to listen. ‘It can’t be that simple’ they say. ‘Surely I must contribute in some way. I am a strong and capable person. I am very clever and you are telling me that I cannot do anything towards my salvation’. Yes, that is exactly what I am telling you because that is what is written in the Bible.

The people of Jerusalem would not listen to God’s call to return and trust in him. ‘But you would not’ (30:15). What a terrible reply to the invitation of God to find rest in him. ‘No, we will flee on horses’ they said; their idea was that horses would come from Egypt and they could then attack the Assyrians (31:1). But they would soon be fleeing rather than flying on horses. They would be running as fast as they could go with the enemy rapidly closing in on them (30:16). It would be a reversal of earlier days when the Lord routed the enemy before the armies of Joshua. With just a few men Joshua defeated Canaanite alliances. Now it would be just one soldier or a few who would make them run for their life (30:17). If they knew the terms of the covenant outlined by Moses in Deuteronomy they would have reflected on one of the curses for disobedience; ‘the Lord will cause you to be defeated before your enemies; you shall go out one way  against them and flee seven ways  before the them’ (Deut 28:25). 

‘Come to me all you who are weary and burdened and I will give you rest’ (Mat 11:28). This is the wonderful invitation given by Jesus Christ the Son of God. He says to you today, 'come to me and I will give you rest'. What is your answer? But you would not? (30:15). Jesus calls us to come under his yoke, a yoke that is easy and light, and you will find rest for your souls.

The word ‘Yoga’ actually means ‘yoke’. Many have put themselves under the yoke of Yoga but it is by no means easy or light. It is a heavy yoke that leads you deeper into despair and bondage to the devil. Satan has a whole barn full of different yokes to offer those who reject the yoke of Christ. But every one of them will lead you into harsh servitude and death. Only the yoke of Christ will lead you to salvation. 

2. Covenant God 

The God who made a covenant with Abraham to bless his descendants would wait for his people to return to him. It was in fact the Lord who brought the Assyrians against them. They had refused to repent. They sank deeper into sin by chasing after Egypt.  But the Lord God is merciful and gracious; and longsuffering (Exod  34:6). The Lord keeps his covenant promises even when the people fail to keep theirs. 

The Lord is a God of justice (30:18). He would wait till the rebels were brought to their knees. In the end a remnant would return to the Lord and hallow his name (29:23). They will give glory to God who in the end will be exalted. 

‘Be still and know that I am God; I will be exalted among the nations. I will be exalted in all the earth’ (Psalm 46:10). Remember, the Lord did not save you because you were in any way worthy to be his child. You were saved by grace and grace alone. ‘While we were still sinners Christ died for us’ (Rom 5:8). Moreover, you were saved by God for his glory not just for your own good. When God saved you there was rejoicing in heaven, rejoicing directed at God for his amazing grace. 

3. Covenant blessings      

Amazing grace is what we find in the following verses. Do you wonder at the amazing grace of the One who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light? Do you pause to ponder this God who ‘predestined you to be conformed to the image of his Son’, the God who predestined, called, justified and also glorified you (Rom 8:29-30)?

When the people of Jerusalem in desperation cried out to the Lord, he promised to hear them – despite their unfaithfulness and failure to keep the covenant. The Lord ‘will be very gracious to you… he will answer you’ (30:19). The Lord allowed them to be afflicted that they might learn his law (Psalm 119:71). 

Has the Lord allowed you to be afflicted of late? Was it that you might learn his law? What about that big storm on Sunday? Were you out picnicking when God’s people were in church worshipping him. What about that car crash? Any lessons to learn from that? What about that sickness that put you in hospital for a while. Did it give you time to mediate on God’s word, time that was ‘impossible’ to find before you we laid low? If we would just listen to the Lord in the first place we would not have to eat the bread of adversity and drink the water of affliction quite so often (30:20).

As the people returned to the Lord, weeping and sorry would cease and prosperity would return to the land. Faithful teachers and prophets like Isaiah would be able to come out of hiding and teach the people openly (30:20). Moreover, the people would be eager to hear the word of Lord. The word of God would be as a lamp to their feet and a light to their path (Psalm 119:105). The word of God would direct them in the way that they should go; ‘this is the way, walk in it’ (30:21). They would hear the word they had previously rejected. This word would direct them in the path of righteousness not unrighteousness, the path of obedience not disobedience to the covenant commands.

Whenever people turn away from God they turn towards idols. They bow down to created things rather than the Creator. It may be the stars, trees or animals, it may be things made of wood, stone or colourful plastic. When the people say, ‘away with such things’, you know their hearts have really changed. When people stick them in the closet to secretly worship them you know they are not really trusting in the Lord. Too many Christians cling to their idols, to things more important to them than the Lord. Syncretism is a problem in Africa and many other places, including this country. We must be like this remnant returning to the Lord in saying, ‘get away, get away filthy things’ (30:22). 

God’s blessings under the Mosaic covenant were largely tied up with peace and prosperity in the Promised Land. The Lord will open to you his good treasure, the heavens to give the rain on your land in its season and to bless the work of your hands (Deut 28:12). Isaiah promised such blessings to these rebels when they repented and trusted in the Lord and obeyed his covenant commands. ‘He will give you rain for your seed… and your cattle will feed in large pastures’ (30: 23). The picture is one of bumper harvests, lush pasture and lots of fat cattle.

Future blessings seem to move into the more distant future with eschatological or end time blessings. Rivers will flow on the hills not just the valleys, the moon will be as bright as the sun and the sun will be seven times brighter. This picture is rather like John’s description of heaven in chapters 21 and 22 in the book of Revelation. John also describes the great slaughter of the wicked as God’s wrath is fully and finally poured out on the earth (Rev 14:20). He does so in great detail. Isaiah simply says, ‘in the day of the great slaughter, when the towers fall’ (30:25). 

Return to the Lord and rest in him. Is this what you need to do? Do you need to spend more time meditating on God’s word instead of rushing about according to your own agenda and in your own strength? Remember, ‘those who wait upon the Lord will renew their strength’ (Isa 40:31). 

Judgment on Assyria                                                        Text: Isaiah 30:27-33
Paragraph headings through this chapter in my Bible run like this: ‘futile confidence in Egypt’, ‘a rebellious people’, ‘God will be gracious’ and now ‘judgment on Assyria’. God’s own people, those he chose and redeemed from bondage in Egypt, rebelled against him. Isaiah urged them to return to the Lord. ‘Even the ox knows its owner' he said way back in the first chapter. In chapter 29 he spoke about the potter and the clay. They had turned their backs on their creator and redeemer. They gave up trusting in Almighty God to trust in themselves and men of military might. In his fatherly love God brought the Assyrian army to the gates of Jerusalem to punish his rebellious children. God waited patiently for them to repent and return to him. He would bless the remnant that did return. 

God’s power and authority extends to all nations. He raises up one, and puts down another. He will use pagan nations for his purposes. He does not punish them for doing his will, but these nations did not act according to God’s will. They went out of their way to mock the people of God and their God. They compared the God of Israel to the gods of other nations they had defeated. ‘The Lord will not deliver you from our hands’ said the Assyrian commander (36:21).

God will not be rejected by his own people; nor will he be mocked by those who are not his chosen ones. He will justly judge all nations and all individuals in his own appointed time. 

1. Wrath

‘Behold, the name of the Lord comes from afar, burning with His anger’ (30:27). His anger is hot because man’s wickedness is great. The Lord our God is the only true God and holy is his name. God’s people will hallow his name. In fact the whole world will hallow his name. ‘At the name of Jesus every knee shall bow… and every tongue confess the Jesus Christ is Lord’ (Phil 2:10-11). 

The Assyrians made a fundamental mistake in comparing the God of Israel to the gods of other nations. The God of Israel is the creator and judge of all nations. Many today make this same mistake. They talk about the God of the Christians as if there are other equally valid gods to worship. Hindus of course have many gods. Other people similarly worship gods of their own creation. 

There are so-called gods says the apostle Paul, but there is one true God who made all things, who is Lord of heaven and earth (1Cor 8:5). In another place writing of converted Gentiles he says, ‘you turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God’ (1Thess 1:9). God is not only living and true but his is the God who made everyone and will judge everyone

The ‘name’ of the Lord in verse 27 means God’s revelation of himself; all the attributes of God revealed in the creation and in the Bible. His power and glory are seen in the creation. His grace and love are revealed in Jesus. God’s sovereignty was seen when he delivered his people out of Egypt. The whole world saw and heard of this great redemption. The pagans in Jericho were terrified of Joshua’s army after hearing how God had brought them out of Egypt. ‘The Lord your God, he is God of heaven above and earth beneath’ they said (Joshua 2:11). It was the same with the king of Babylon when God revealed his power through Daniel. He said, ‘there is no other God who can deliver like this’ (Dan 3:29). Although not saved, these pagan kings and people acknowledged God’s sovereignty. So it will be in all the earth. 

It was said of the Assyrians that the Lord would bring a nation from afar. Now it is the Lord himself who is coming from afar, coming in great wrath upon the nations, and Assyria in particular. Isaiah pictures the Lord as a devouring or consuming fire. 

Fire, as some of us know only too well, is the most devastating of all disasters (30: 27). A fire consumes- it destroys completely. Floodwaters are also devastating, and God’s judgment is also described as a flood in the next verse. But floods leave a lot of debris while a fire leaves nothing in its wake. God destroyed the earth by flood in the days of Noah. The present earth will be destroyed by fire. Our God is a consuming fire (Heb 12:17).

Idol worshippers including Hindus often worship fire. They also worship water. You will see such people making offerings of water to their gods. Fire, Water and Earth are the names given to three films about India. Those who worship created things rather than the creator give themselves to worshipping in fear these destructive agents. They fail to see that God rules over these agents; he is the one who says to the wind and the waves ‘be still’, and they stop immediately.

Isaiah had earlier described the Assyrian army as coming upon Judah like and overflowing stream, reaching up to the neck (8:8). Now it is the Lord himself whose breath or word of judgment is described as an overflowing stream reaching up to the neck. This rushing torrent will shake the nations in ‘the sieve of futility’ (30:28). The prophet Haggai spoke of the Lord shaking heaven and earth. In the book of Hebrews we also read of ‘the removal of all things that can be shaken, as of things that are made, that the things that cannot be shaken may remain’ (Heb 12:27). The only thing that will not be shaken is the kingdom of God. 

God is 'the Rock' as referred to in verse 39, and in many other places in Scripture. The horse and chariot, missiles, money or powerful men and politicians will all be smashed upon the Rock. Whatever people trust in today will be shaken in the sieve and found wanting in the day the Lord returns to establish his kingdom.   

We mentioned God’s judgment in the days of Noah. Isaiah’s words also bring to mind God’s judgment on Egypt. When Pharaoh hardened his heart against God and refused to listen to Moses, he and his army were destroyed in the overwhelming flood of the Red Sea. As they led their bridled horses into the Sea so the Lord was leading them into the place of destruction.

2. Rejoicing
‘You shall sing a song as in the night when a holy festival is observed, and have gladness of heart as when one goes up with a flute to the mountain of the Lord’ (30:29). How come the sudden change from wrath to rejoicing?  Why this change from the Lord as a devouring fire to the Lord being praised? 

We might remember again what happened at the Red Sea. The Lord destroyed Pharaoh and his army. Why? Because he was oppressing God’s people and rejecting God’s word to let them go. He was unjust and cruel like the Assyrian king, and like most rulers of nations. The oppressed people cried out for mercy but he would not listen. But God listened to their cry and God saved them from this wicked tyrant. 

As Moses and the people stood looking back at the waters of the sea rushing back into place they sang a song of praise to the Lord (Exodus 15). ‘The Lord has triumphed gloriously. The Lord is my strength and my song. He has become my salvation’. This was not rejoicing in the destruction of Pharaoh but rejoicing in God’s deliverance. If Pharaoh had let them go as Moses said they would still have rejoiced in God’s deliverance. But those who reject God’s word and refuse to repent will in the end be destroyed. Those who humbly repent and believe in the Lord, however, will sing songs of praise.  

This great deliverance from Egypt was anticipated, indeed it was promised in the midnight Passover meal. That night the Lord’s hand of judgment came down upon every home in the land. Only homes protected by the blood of the lamb were saved. What a solemn night that was- almost as solemn as the night on which Jesus was betrayed as he celebrated the Passover with his disciples. 

When we celebrate the Lord’s Supper we do not feel sad or defeated that Jesus suffered such a terrible death at the hand of his enemies. We feel glad that he willing went to the cross to gain victory over sin and death. We rejoice that in his death and resurrection God has declared Jesus to be the King of kings; to be the Saviour and the judge of all the earth. 

‘The Lord will cause his glorious voice to be heard’ (30:30). Just as God came down on Mt Sinai in a mighty storm, so he will come again, striking fear into all the inhabitants of the earth. His voice is like thunder and his arm like lightning. Storm and tempest, fire and hail, marked the Lord’s coming down on the mountain in the desert. The people trembled and cried out in fear (Exodus 20:18, Heb 12:18, 19). 

At this point Isaiah told the people directly that the Lord would strike terror and fear into the hearts of the Assyrians (30:31). He would in fact strike them with the rod. Blow after blow will fall upon his enemy until they were destroyed. They would no longer threaten God’s people or raise their voices to mock the true God. The only sound to be heard in the end will be that of God’s people rejoicing in the grace and power of God in salvation. 

With some kind of plague the Lord struck the Assyrians in one night, a night not unlike that of the Passover in Egypt. There are overtones of this in the words, ‘in every place where the staff/rod of punishment passes’ (30:32). Even as the prophet spoke he, and those listening to him, probably gained confidence as they recalled this great deliverance by the Lord. It is important for us to remember the works of the Lord, as well as his promises, if we are to have confidence in our own deliverance. 

‘For Tophet was established of old’ (30:33). ‘Tophet’, sometimes translated ‘place of burning’, was a place outside Jerusalem where children were sacrificed to the god Molech by the Canaanites. ‘Somehow the prophet seems to sense that with some great mass destruction impending, a tremendous task of disposing of dead bodies would confront the people delivered of God’ (Leupold). We read that on one night of judgment 185,000 Assyrians died. That is a lot of dead bodies to dispose of. Isaiah spoke of this mass grave already prepared for the king of Assyria as well as his army. A lot of timber would be needed to keep the funeral pyre burning. ‘The breath of the Lord like a torrent of brimstone would kindle’ this fire till all was consumed (30:32). 

We, like Isaiah, look back to God’s great acts of judgment and salvation; to Noah and the flood, to Moses and the Red Sea. We look back to the prophecy of Isaiah being fulfilled with the Assyrians. We also look forward as Isaiah did to the final consummation pictured by John in the book of Revelation. God’s final judgment and salvation are yet to come. Are you aware of this? Are you prepared for this? It will be terrible for those who are not prepared.  

Woe to those who rely on Egypt                                                  Text: Isaiah 31
Have you ever been swooped on by a magpie bird? As a boy I had to walk past a big box tree on my way to school. A magpie nested in the tree. It was very protective of its chicks. When it saw me coming it thought I was coming to harm the chicks so started swooping down on me. I had to carry an umbrella to protect myself from this bird.

‘Like birds flying about, so will the Lord of hosts defend Jerusalem’ (31:5). Even though these people rebelled against the Lord he did not abandon them. They would be punished but not wiped out. The Lord would defend them and preserve those who returned to him.

The scene is the same as in the preceding chapters. The major world power Assyria was threatening to overrun Jerusalem. They were at the gates of the city because the Lord had brought them to punish his rebellious people. But instead of returning to the Lord and trusting in him to help, they ran off to Egypt for help. Isaiah, the prophet of God, was there telling them again and again to trust in the Lord and not in a political alliance with Egypt. 

If you have been following these studies in Isaiah you may, like Luther, think this reading is getting somewhat boring. But the situation of these people was far from boring. They were desperate. The prophet had a word from God and would not give up telling the people this word. Whether they listened or failed to listen they would hear what the Lord had to say to them. 

Do you always listen the first time you hear God’s word? How thankful we are that our parents persisted in bringing us to church and did not give up. How thankful we are that some friend persisted in praying for us and sharing the gospel with us. They persist because they know it is a matter of life and death for us. How terrible it is for those who have no one praying for them and no one who brings them to church to hear the word of God.  

1. Folly of trusting in Egypt 

‘Woe to those who go down to Egypt for help’ (31:1). We come to another woe against Jerusalem in this series from chapter 28 to 33. The warning is very clear. Trust in the Lord and not man.

With the Assyrians at the gate the people of Jerusalem, or their leaders at least, were sending an envoy to Egypt with bags of money to buy military help. Horses and chariots were the most powerful weapons of that day. Jerusalem had a few soldiers but they would be crushed in an instant by the might of the Assyrian army. Their only hope was to get help from Egypt - so they thought. They had forgotten how often God had delivered them in the past. The prophet came to remind them, and rebuke them for not trusting on the Lord. 

Are you in some difficulty at present- or have been in the recent past?  Who do you turn to for help? Some go crying to their politicians – ‘give us a job, give us better health care, look after us when we are old!’ The government is there, and friends are there to help us at times, but not with everything. We should be trusting in the Lord and asking him to help us, especially in matters that are more serious than a job or better health. The Lord is the one who knows all our needs. He can restore broken relationships which may well be your greatest need at present. The Lord will bring peace to our troubled hearts. He will give us his Spirit and give us eternal life if we ask him. 

Many today are like the people in Jerusalem. The only place they look for help is to their own physical strength, their riches, or to friends in high places. They do not look to the Lord who is the only one who in the end can, and will, save us. ‘But you do not look to the Holy One of Israel, nor seek the Lord!’ (31: 1).

The people of Jerusalem had turned away from God to worship gods of their own making. Isaiah spoke of images of silver and gold. Where do we see such images today? Let us be careful not to bring them into the church. Did you read of the Uniting Church man who loved the ritual and social aspects of the church and said, ‘for me belief in a literal god is quite unnecessary’? Let us not have idols in the church, or in our homes either; things which keep us from trusting in God and worshipping him. 

God is Spirit. God is all-wise (31:2). God is omniscient. God rules over all the nations. Nothing happens to us apart from God’s will. What was happening in Jerusalem?  They were in great trouble. Did God know about this?  God actually brought the trouble upon them. We must open our eyes to see the Lord’s hand upon us. As his children he will lead us in the path of truth and righteousness. If we rebel he will discipline us. 

God’s words never fail. What he says he will do. It makes sense therefore to listen to what the Lord says. He said that going down to Egypt would be futile. An alliance with the pagan Egyptians would be a disaster from beginning to end. Both the one seeking help and the one giving the help will perish together (31:3). 

2. Lord a shield

‘Do not touch the dog while he is eating his biscuits’ my father used to warn us. If you disturb a dog when it has a bone you may well get bitten. With great jealousy a young lion guards its prey (31:4). Even if a bunch of shepherds confront it with loud shouting the lion will not move. Similarly a bird will fight to the end to protect its young. A hen will stay close to her chicks and attack whatever threatens to harm them. 

With these two pictures Isaiah speaks of the Lord of hosts coming down to fight on Mt Zion (31:4). He will come to shield or defend his own people.  He will defend and deliver Jerusalem. ‘Passing over it He will preserve it’ (31:5). When trouble comes the Lord will shield or pass over his chosen ones, just as he did in Egypt. No power on earth or in heaven can touch God’s people when he is shielding them. 

If you believe in Jesus Christ as your Saviour you have the Lord as your shield and your defender. Do not worry what people say or do to hurt you. Do not worry about ridicule when you are sharing the word of God. Draw near to God and he will draw near to you. He will protect you as the hen protects her chicks.

3. Gracious invitation
From rebuke and solemn warning, Isaiah moved on to assurance of God’s power and resolve to protect his people. In verse 6 and 7 he moves on again to a call to repentance. The people were guilty of making idols, in clear breach of the covenant command, ‘you shall not make for yourself a carved image’.  

The God who is jealous for his people is jealous for his own glory. In fact jealousy for his own glory comes first. ‘You shall not go after other gods… for the Lord your God is a jealous God among you’ (Deut 6:14-15). Yet the Lord is ready and willing to forgive such a grievous sin. However, they must return to him and remove all their idols; whatever animate or inanimate worldly things they were honouring above the Lord their God.

4. Assyria will fall

 In the closing two verses of this chapter the spotlight turns to Assyria. The Lord had something to say about this powerful nation that was poised to overpower and destroy Jerusalem. Isaiah tells the people in Jerusalem that Assyria will fall by a sword not of man (31:8). He repeats this to make sure they understood it will not be Egypt who helps them. Some may have been saying, 'God will deliver us; he will do so through the Egyptians'. But the Lord made it clear that the Egyptians would not help at all.  

Some Christians are like this. They make their own plans and then turn around and say this is God’s will. They choose to marry an unbeliever then say it is God’s will for them – even when the Bible teaches otherwise. Others choose to go out with friends they know get drunk or high on drugs but then say God’s wants them to witness to their friends. God makes it very clear in his word how we are to live as his people. We cannot love the world or the things of the world and love God at the same time.

Assyria will flee without a shot being fired- or in this case a sword being swung. They will flee from the mysterious sword of the Lord (31:8). The young soldiers will be captured and put to hard labour. They will all flee in terror, commanders included. They will desert their banner and their rock or stronghold when the sword of the Lord strikes. The Assyrian empire collapsed in 612BC.

The Lord will have the last word. It will be a word of judgment on all who exalt themselves against his holy name. It will be a word of salvation for those who repent and believe in his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.      

Regime Change                                                                           Text: Isaiah 32
We have recently seen regime changes in countries across the Middle East; in Tunisia, Libya and Egypt. Cruel and corrupt rulers have been thrown out by popular rebellions. But the question is what sort of regime will take their place. These revolutions have been called the ‘Arab Spring’, but many are beginning to wonder if it will be spring or another winter.  

When Israel was established as a nation in Canaan they had no king. Their king was God who spoke and led the people through prophets like Samuel.  But the people wanted to be like other nations. They demanded a king, even after being warned by Samuel what a king would be like (1Sam 8:20). A king would take their sons for his army; he would tax them heavily and take their fields so he and his family could live in luxury. Israel had many wicked kings- men like Ahab and Ahaz. There were few good kings, David being one. In the time of Isaiah Hezekiah was a good king. He was a man of prayer who reformed worship although in the end he sinned by showing his treasures and all the treasures in the temple to men from Babylon. After Hezekiah came Manasseh who was a very wicked king.  

Isaiah condemned those going down to Egypt for help in the face of the Assyrian threat, as seen in the previous chapters. Hezekiah is not accused of complicity in this wickedness. Here in chapter 32 Isaiah moves on to speak about a future king. The people will suffer at the hands of the Assyrians. The Assyrians would ravage the land of Judah and come to the gates of Jerusalem before the Lord delivered his people. An obedient remnant would be restored to the land.

Isaiah also spoke of future punishment at the hands of the Babylonians and of the destruction of Jerusalem. He spoke of a return from Babylonian exile in the time of Cyrus (45:1). Yet even if many of the things Isaiah spoke about applied to the restoration of the land of Israel, much of what he says goes beyond this immediate and temporal fulfilment. 

1. Reign of righteousness
‘Behold a king will reign in righteousness and princes will rule with justice’ (32:1). Righteousness was not found in Israel or even Judah in Isaiah’s day. The Lord brought the Assyrians to punish Judah for her rebellion, rebellion seen in worship of idols and oppression of the poor. Judah/Jerusalem went to get help from Egypt but they would prove useless. Then the Lord had to judge the Assyrians for their wickedness in boasting against God and his people. Now we hear of a king who will reign in righteousness. ‘At once we are thrown into the midst of the question whether this king is the Messiah’ writes Leupold. 

Many say with Harman that ‘this is not a messianic reference’. They agree that 9:6f and 11:1f are messianic, but not this passage. The reason Harman says this is that there is no reference to the line of David. But were not all kings in Judah supposed to be in the line of David? When we come to the end of the chapter Harman concludes that, ‘the blessings for city and land go beyond anything that happened when the return from exile took place. In the light of other biblical teaching it is best to link it to the effects of Christ’s coming and death, and therefore it is to the New Jerusalem that the eye of faith is directed’.

Leupold does not rule out a messianic reference in verse 1 but says it is, ‘quite a bit paler than that presented in 9:6f and 11:1f’. He says this refers to the time of the prophet, ‘but by type it reaches beyond those immediate possibilities’. None of the scholars tell us which human king arose to reign in righteousness. While many aspects of this prophecy can apply to Isaiah’s day and to the restoration after the exile, some aspects can only apply to the coming of the kingdom of God. Verse 15 is a case in point.

A new king is needed to totally transform this nation, and all nations. The transformation will begin at the top. There will be a regime change. The question is, ‘where can a righteous ruler be found’. Was David perfect, or Solomon or Hezekiah? Righteousness will be the defining principle of rule in this new kingdom. With a righteous king those under him will rule with justice. ‘And princes will rule in justice’ (32:1). 

‘Each will be like a hiding place from the wind’ (32:2 ESV). When there is righteousness at the top and those appointed by the king administer justice, the people will be greatly blessed.  They will find shelter from the wind and the storm- meaning people to help in times of trouble. The king and his men will be shepherds and not wolves. The people will be refreshed as by streams in the desert. They will be comforted as by the shade of a large rock on a hot day. Do you long for such a king? 

In this new regime the spiritual state of the people will also change. The blind will see and the deaf will hear (32:3). There will be knowledge and understanding of the truth. All speech will be straightforward and not twisted. No longer will fools and scoundrels be called noble or honoured. How terrible it is when foolish men (and women) are in power, people who spread lies, even about God; people who sin with impunity and care not a bit for the poor and hungry. Such men have their house filled with corrupted servants and followers. 

The cry of the people in Isaiah’s day, and still today, is for a righteous ruler. But where can such a person be found? Isaiah spoke of such a day and such a king. A notable feature of the ‘new regime’ will be the noble man who devises noble things (32:8 ESV). 

2. Complacent women   

Some call this section (verse 9-14) the ‘painful judgment preceding peace’ downplaying the reference to women. But the words ‘women’ and ‘daughters’ are hard to avoid. The word ‘complacent’ is hard to avoid also, found in verses 9, 10 and 11. The prophet is speaking to women, who are at ease, women living a life of luxury. He is telling them that their days of such living are about to end. 

These women are like the ‘cows of Basham’ as Amos called them (Amos 4:1). They were the epitome of corrupt and oppressive regimes. ‘Pampered ladies are the extreme example of the escapist society of the time’. Corrupt and wicked women often stood behind or beside wicked kings, as in the case of Jezebel. These pampered women would soon be stripped and find themselves wearing sackcloth (32:11) as prisoners of a foreign power.

Images of women in the concentration camps of Nazi Germany come to mind. Who knows what luxury some of those women may have lived in prior to the war? Of course the tables were soon turned and those who sided with Hitler soon faced the humiliation and deprivation of a prison cell.

For the women of Jerusalem trouble would come in a bit over a year (32:10). If we take this literally it would refer to suffering under the Assyrians in 701BC. But we could also understand it symbolically as of a longer period of time. The Babylonian captivity would come in just over 100 years and then of course the much longer period to the final judgment. 

Let no one be ignorant or complacent about the future. We are told in the Bible what will take place. Let us take seriously our impending death and the judgment that will follow. ‘Teach us to number our days’ is the Psalmist’s prayer (Ps 90:12). Is it your prayer? Or will you, like so many say, ‘I never thought this would happen to me. What did I do to deserve this?’ You deserve it because of your sin. You will die and you will be judged and sent to the lake of fire if you do not repent and believe in the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Isaiah speaks of the people beating their breasts in their once happy homes. He speaks of the land being left desolate with thorns and briers everywhere (32:12, 13). He speaks of total desolation coming upon the city of Jerusalem. Yet the disaster of verses 12 and 13 ‘transcends anything that happened in Isaiah’s time’ says one writer. Is the destruction of the city in 586BC by the Babylonians in focus here, or an ever later destruction? 

3. Spirit poured out

In the middle of the devastation coming upon ‘the land of my people’, the prophet suddenly stops to say, ‘until the Spirit is poured upon us from on high’ (32:15). The outpouring of the Holy Spirit will change everything. ‘The wilderness becomes a fruitful field and the fruitful field is reckoned as a forest’ (32:15). When God’s covenant curse is removed his covenant blessings flow. His curse comes because of disobedience and his blessings when his people obey his word. The king of verse 1 is still in mind in verse 16. Righteousness and justice will mark his reign, which will be over a land which is again fruitful. This fruitfulness will not only be outward. The work of righteousness will be peace, quietness and assurance.  

Material prosperity may be an indication of God’s blessing but his blessings are much more than material things. By his Spirit he brings peace to the soul. Jesus said, ‘my peace I give to you, not as the world gives’ (John 14:27). It is one thing to be at ease and complacent because of prosperity but quite another to have inner peace that only comes through Jesus Christ. Why then do so many look only for material prosperity?

After reference to a hail storm bringing destruction upon the lush forest and the city, the prophecy closes with a picture of abundance and freedom for man and animal (32:19,20). Assyria is probably in view with the reference to the hailstorm and Jerusalem with the still waters of verse 20. In a wider view it is a picture of judgment upon the wicked and rich blessing upon the righteous. 

Isaiah prays for Jerusalem                                                Text: Isaiah 33:1-16
In 722BC the world superpower, Assyria, marched into Israel and overran Samaria. Much of the population was deported and foreigners were resettled in Samaria. Some years later the Assyrians came down into Judah without provocation. Their ruthless army marched across the land destroying towns and farms before them (2Kings 18:13). They stopped when Hezekiah made a truce with Sennacherib; an expensive truce. He had to strip gold and silver from many places including the temple doors. 

But Sennacherib lacked integrity- a not uncommon feature of political leaders. Just a few years after accepting this truce he sent his army capture Jerusalem. It was, as we know, the Lords doing because Jerusalem had rebelled against the Lord. But still the Lord held the Assyrian king responsible for this aggression and treachery.

The chapter we are looking at in Isaiah probably occurs before this second attack and siege of Jerusalem – fitting between verse 16 and 17 of 2 Kings 18. Let us look at chapter 33 keeping this background in mind. 

1. Prayer in distress

The first part of this chapter is a prayer from Isaiah on behalf of the inhabitants of Jerusalem. The pattern of the prayer is similar to that found in some Psalms. The problem is stated first, often with an affirmation of God’s sovereignty and power. Isaiah states the problem by way of another woe directed at Assyria.

The Assyrians had gone about destroying nations just because they could. They plundered them even though they were not plundered themselves. Because of this unprovoked and merciless aggression the Lord would come upon them in judgment. In addition to this they actually broke a treaty with Jerusalem, the city they were now threatening. They completely disregarded this agreement, but the Lord deals severely with those who break a treaty or vow they have made. 

The woe speaks of the day when Assyria will stop plundering and will in fact be plundered herself. The mighty king of Assyria would soon know what it is like to be on the receiving end of plundering and treachery. In chapter 37 we read of how an angel of the Lord went through the Assyrian camp one night killing 185,000 soldiers. In shock and fear Sennacherib took his army back to Nineveh. Some years later he was assassinated by his own sons.  

‘O Lord, be gracious to us; we have waited for you’ (33:2). Isaiah had been telling the people and the leaders not to go down to Egypt looking for help but to trust in the Lord- without much success. But as a faithful servant of the Lord he kept on telling them. God’s word does not change; His ways are perfect. Now we see the prophet turning to prayer.  

Isaiah’s prayer begins as if he is praying with a group of people. ‘There must have been a goodly contingent of the people who still had some measure of allegiance to the God of Israel’ who could honestly pray these words. His prayer was for God to be gracious because they had no merit of their own, not even Isaiah. The need for forgiveness is made clear at the end of the chapter (33:24).

By way of intercession Isaiah prays that God would support them every morning (33:2). They are in deep trouble and unable to deliver themselves from this trouble. Only the Lord can help. The prophet led them in this proper assessment and understanding of their situation. They could have avoided all their trouble if they had turned to the Lord earlier. But even now they could pray with confidence that God is a God who is gracious.

It is amazing how clear things become when we turn to the Lord in prayer. How much trouble do you bring upon yourself through lack of prayer? How much trouble are you in because you persist in doing things in your own strength, refusing to trust in the Lord? We do so like to be in control of our own lives. Sin makes us independent and secure in ourselves. Others must fit into our ways and our plans – is this not true? Such sin gets us into a lot of trouble. We hurt others and hurt ourselves because of our selfish ways. ‘Humble yourself before the Lord and he will lift you up and show you the path of life’ (Heb 4:10). 

In prayer it is important to acknowledge the Lord for who he is and what he has done. We do not pray as the heathen do. We pray to the living God who is always gracious. We pray to the God who is all powerful and able to deliver us from all our troubles. Isaiah prayed, ‘at the thunder of your voice the people will flee’ (33:3). When the Lord is stirred to act for his chosen ones the enemy will scatter. They will drop their things and flee in fear. God’s people will the ones who end up taking the plunder in this sudden turnabout. They will swarm over the Assyrian camp like locusts, devouring all before them (33:4). 

The prophet’s prayer continues with a vision of the Lord exalted on high (33:5). He sees the Lord filling Zion with justice and righteousness. This vision comes from the Lord as Isaiah prays. It is not a dream but the assurance that God is alive and that he will come down, bringing justice and righteousness to the nation. As is the previous chapter, ‘the king will reign in righteousness’ (32:1). 

‘Wisdom and knowledge will be the stability of your times’ (33:6). The Lord is the rock of righteousness and justice. He is the treasure-store of wisdom and knowledge. ‘The fear of the Lord is Israel’s treasure’ (33:6). Leupold writes, ‘this fear is the reverence that is always basic for a right attitude toward God. In these words the prophet seems to have the catalogue of attributes in mind that he attributed to the Messiah in 11:2’. 

It is as we read in Proverbs 1:7 - ‘the fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and instruction’. Those who throw off a reverence for God will find themselves lacking in wisdom and knowledge. They will become uncertain and confused about life. It is the same for a nation, as Isaiah has been witnessing. 

2. Israel in a mess

While some scholars see Isaiah’s prayer continuing to verse 9, most see it finishing in verse 6. Verse 7 begins with ‘Behold’ or ‘Look’. ‘Behold their valiant men or heroes shall cry in the streets’. Who are these heroes? In the next line, which is a parallelism, we read ‘ambassadors/envoys of peace’.  ‘The three men who go out to confer with the Assyrian field commander (36:3, 11, 12) certainly fit this description’ writes Harman. After being lectured and threatened by the Rabshakeh, these three men returned to Hezekiah with their clothes torn (36:22).

Jerusalem would come under siege. The rest of Judah would look like a wasteland after the Assyrians had marched through. No one would travel the roads (33:8). The forests of Lebanon to the north and the fertile plains of Sharon along the coast, as well as the rest of the land would be like a desert. The earth itself would mourn when the Assyrian king tore up the treaty and attacked Judah and Jerusalem. 

It is pitiful to see the trail of destruction our enemy leaves when he launches an attack- broken marriages, broken lives, bitter hearts, and poverty. Satan is just as ready to deceive and just as ruthless as the Assyrian king was. He pays no respect to persons – rich or poor, male or female, young or old. All will be targeted. It is only with God’s help that we can defend ourselves from spiritual attack.


3. Intervention by God

‘Now I will arise’ says the Lord. ‘Now I will be exalted, now I will lift myself up’ (33:10). The Lord now speaks directly. He will intervene to save his people from the Assyrians. Some, like Isaiah, had been waiting for this day (33:2), this day when the Lord answers their prayer.

The plans of the Assyrians will come to nothing. Their breath or rage will be turned back on themselves. Sennacherib’s bold plans for Jerusalem’s destruction would be a complete disaster. They will be so utterly burned up that their bones will become powder (Amos 2:1). Just as thorns are burned up in a moment so it will be for Assyria (33:12). We are reminded of the proverb that those who dig a pit to catch another, fall into the pit themselves (Psalm 7:14). 

All this will be the doing of the Lord.  Those in distant places and those nearby, presumably the people of Jerusalem, will see the Lord’s mighty hand at work on this day (33:13). They will see and they will fear the Lord.  Sinners and hypocrites in Zion, the holy city, will be afraid. As we know there were many in Jerusalem whose worship was mere lip service. ‘They honour me with their lips but their hearts are far from me’ (29:13). Like a roaring fire, the judgment of God will consume all who refuse to repent and worship God with all their heart. 

The message that all the nations and especially Jerusalem are meant to hear is that while God is a consuming fire he is also absolutely just. Remember the words of Abraham as he looked down on Sodom. He reminded the Lord ‘shall not the judge of all the earth do right’ (Gen 18:25). The person who walks righteously and speaks what is right will not be consumed (33:15). Rather, they will dwell in the heights with a ready supply of food and water – a powerful picture for those in a city under siege (33:16).

Isaiah lists a number of attributes that will be found in this blessed person. His list is very similar to that of the psalmist in Psalm 15 and also Psalm 24. Isaiah may well have joined with the congregation in singing the Psalms, as well as in prayer. Who may ascend the hill of the Lord? One who walks righteously and speaks what is right; one who refuses bribes and usury (excessive interest); one who closes his eyes to evil and does not listen to murderous plots. ‘Whoever lives according to the will of God lives in the love of God’ writes Harman. 

Are you such a person? May the Lord help each one of us to live this life of love, not in order to be saved but because we are saved by the wonderful grace of Jesus Christ our Lord. May the Lord help us to keep a watch over our eyes and our ears, and especially over our tongue. 

See the King, see the city                                            Text: Isaiah 33:17-24
Isaiah received his commission from the Lord in the year that king Uzziah died (6:1). He had a vision of the Lord sitting on a throne high and lifted up.  He said, ‘Woe is me for I am undone! Because I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips. For my eyes have seen the king, the Lord of hosts’ (6:5). 

This vision remained with Isaiah throughout his life as a prophet of God. His eyes were continually directed towards Almighty God, the Sovereign King on his exalted throne. He saw the Lord as vitally involved in the worship and welfare of his people. The Lord was also active in ruling over all nations. He was exalted in the highest place but that did not mean he was not concerned about what was going on the earth. The Lord was actually present with his people. His presence was in the temple, in the Holy of Holies, the chamber that was curtained off, the chamber into which only the high priest could enter but once a year, and that not without blood. 

1. See the king

‘Behold the king will reign in righteousness’ announced Isaiah in 32:1. The Lord is king. He filled Zion with justice and righteousness (33:5). Here in verse 17 he says, ‘your eyes will see the king in his beauty’. Isaiah had a glimpse of the beauty of the Lord there in the temple. He saw him seated on a throne with his robes filling the temple.

King’s wear the richest of clothes. They put on royal robes when sitting on their throne. They want to look majestic and glorious in the sight of the people. ‘Gird your sword on your thigh, O Mighty One, with your glory and majesty’ (Ps 45:3). The picture of a king of Israel dressed in his royal robes and sitting on his throne was but a pale reflection of the glory of the majesty on high. The psalmist wanted to be in God’s house not the king’s palace. He wanted to gaze on the beauty of the Lord and know direction in his ways (Ps 27:4). 

There is some debate as to the identity of the king referred to in Isaiah 33:17. The context does not fit any earthly king, certainly not Hezekiah at the time of the Assyrian siege. Some will not admit any reference to the Messiah either; although Leupold writes, ‘we do not exclude the possibility of Messianic overtones… for the passage does seem to look forward to the great achievements of the messianic age’. Leupold, like others, sees the king a Yahweh himself. From verse 22 this does seem to be the case - ‘the Lord (Yahweh) is our king, he will save’. Yet the Messiah, as we know, is the Son of God, the third person of the Trinity. Isaiah speaks of a time when people will see the king in his beauty. The apostle John said, ‘the word became flesh and dwelt among us and we beheld his glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth (John 1:14). 

A king has a kingdom. The Lord brought his covenant people into the land of Canaan. The borders of this land contracted when God’s wrath came upon the people because of their sin, and expanded under kings who did what was right. When a righteous king reigns they will see a land that stretches afar. In the messianic kingdom the land in effect will take in the whole earth as people from every tribe and nation gather before the throne and before the Lamb (Rev 7:9).

‘Your heart will ponder the terror’, meaning 'the terror that was' (33:18). The people who come through the terrible time of the Assyrian siege will one day look back and remember how the Lord delivered them. They will speak about the Assyrian officers, including the one who weighed out the enormous tribute paid by Hezekiah and the one who counted the towers or fortifications in the city. They will rejoice in the new kingdom in which armed men speaking in a strange language no longer wield the power. The sound of Assyrians yelling out threats every day was terribly distressing. One day such voices will be but a faint memory.   

Most of us look back on terrible days in our past, days in which we wondered if we would make it through. But we are here today. We are here by the grace of God. We can look back with thanks and rejoice in the Lord who brought us through. When we are in heaven we will still look back with thankfulness and rejoicing. We certainly will not be looking back and remembering how we earned our place in heaven. If you think you have somehow earned or deserve a place in heaven you can be sure of one thing- you have no place there.   

2. See the city of Zion 

‘Your eyes will see Jerusalem, a quiet home’ (33:20). Jerusalem was the city where King David lived. It was the capital of the nation. It was the city of peace; that is what the name means. Jerusalem was also the religious centre of the nation. The name Zion refers to the hill on which the temple was built; not by David but his son Solomon. The palace and the temple were adjacent but separate. The king had no right to enter where only priests were allowed. In the messianic age it would be different because the Messiah would be prophet, priest and king.

David worshipped in the same tabernacle that was built by Moses and carried from place to place in the desert. It was a temporary structure, but at this tabernacle all the people gathered to offer sacrifices to God. They did this to make atonement of their sin. They came to the temple for annual feasts, primarily Passover, Pentecost (harvest), and Tabernacles (thanksgiving). 

From a tent that had to be taken down during the desert days, the house of God became more permanent in the magnificent temple that Solomon built; yet this temple would not stand forever. It was destroyed by the Babylonians. It was rebuilt, with final completion by King Herod. This was the temple of the NT. But today all that remains of this second temple is part of the foundations called the ‘Wailing Wall’. 

Isaiah spoke of a New Jerusalem and a tabernacle that will not be taken down (33:20). In the New Jerusalem there is no temple as such, because the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its temple (Rev 21:22); and they will be so for ever and ever. Be assured, as Stephen tried to assure the Jews, that the Most High does not dwell in temples made with hands (Acts 7:48). He gave this assurance on the basis of words in Isaiah 66. Harman writes, ‘along with the vision they will have of God himself (verse 17) they will also see a New Jerusalem. This idea is developed more fully in Isaiah chapter 65-66 and ultimately in Rev 21-22’. 

The most important feature of the city, the New Jerusalem, is that the Lord is there (33:21 cf. Ezekiel 48:35). Isaiah pictures a broad river and streams around this city but no ships of trade or war will disturb the peaceful waters (33:21). This marine metaphor carries over into verse 23 with the Jerusalem of Isaiah's day being described as a ship not at all prepared for sailing. The glorious future described in the previous verse stands in complete contrast to the inglorious present city of Jerusalem. 

Jesus saw an inglorious Jerusalem. He saw merchants selling their wares in the temple precincts. He saw the evil ways of the priests. He saw the temple in a horrible mess. I am reminded of temples in India, most of which were filthy places. The monkey temple was full of monkeys so you can imagine what it was like! It is a blessing to worship God is a clean building. But still this building is only temporary. I am looking forward to worshipping God in the New Jerusalem coming down out of heaven. Are you?  

Isaiah closes with a brief description of life in this New Jerusalem (33:22-24). Above all, as we have said, the Lord is there. The Lord is there as judge, lawgiver and king. Human kings failed the people in Jerusalem. Like the priests they were taken by death (Heb 7:16); and many were corrupt and wicked anyway. The Lord is glorious in beauty. The Lord is from everlasting to everlasting, the eternal king of glory. He is the one who will save us, says the prophet (33:23), save us not only from the Assyrians and other earthly kings but from sin and death itself.

‘The people who dwell in it (the New Jerusalem) will be forgiven their iniquity’ (33:24). Only those who are forgiven will dwell in this city. No sin will be present, and unforgiven sinners will not be allowed in. It is God’s forgiveness that is required. How does God forgive our sin? At the cross of his dear Son, Jesus Christ.

In this city there will be abundance for all; in the language of the prophet, ‘great plunder for all’ (33:23). There will be no able or disabled person, no Jew or Gentile, no rich or poor. Kingdoms of this world are always trying to divide people in some way by drawing attention to differences. In the kingdom of God Jesus is always trying to draw his followers together as one people. 

Moreover, no one dwelling there will say ‘I am sick’ (33:24). Why not?  Because the Lord is there and no sin is there. ‘There will be no more pain. There will be no more death’ (Rev 21:4). God himself will be with them and be their God (Rev 21:3).

Harman close with the words of a Scottish paraphrase which go like this

‘His gracious hand shall wipe the tears

from every weeping eye

And pains and groans, and griefs and fears

and death itself, shall die.’  

The world is judged                                                                                  Text: Isaiah 34
When Joshua entered Canaan the Lord promised to be with him and give him success (Josh 1:5). The Lord told him to ‘utterly destroy’ all that was in the city of Jericho. He was to take no prisoners and burn the city to the ground. The Lord pronounced a curse on anyone who rebuilt the city. The policy of utter destruction continued as Joshua’s army moved on to take other cities. The Lord was in fact judging the Canaanites for their wickedness. The time had come for the sin of the Amorites to be recompensed (Gen 15:16).

The term ‘utterly destroy’ is found again here in Isaiah 34:2 and it means the same as it did in Joshua. It refers to things under a curse and dedicated to destruction. Because of their sin the Canaanites were to be wiped out- man and woman, young and old. What Isaiah was speaking about was God’s judgment on the nations; on all his enemies. All people outside his covenant grace will be utterly destroyed in ‘the day of the Lord’s vengeance’ (34:8).

Divine justice means divine wrath upon sin as well as divine grace upon those who repent and seek mercy. Judgment and salvation are seen together in the destruction of Sodom, the destruction of Pharaoh and his army and the destruction of the Canaanites. It will be the same in the final judgment. God will destroy his enemies, casting into hell everyone who rejects his grace freely offered in the gospel. 

Chapters 34 and 35 bring to an end the ‘Book of Zion’ which began back in chapter 28. There are parallels between these chapters and chapters 24-27, the closing chapters of the previous section (chapters 13-23). Chapter 34 is about world judgment and chapter 35 is about the salvation of God’s chosen people, the ones who suffered so much at the hands of God’s enemies.

1. In all the world
Isaiah as a prophet spoke God’s word to Israel, his covenant community. But he also spoke God’s word to surrounding nations as we have already seen; nations like Assyria, Babylon, Egypt and Moab (chapter 16). Moab was a proud nation that kept on oppressing Israel. They would be judge by God (25:10-12). Edom was just south of Moab. They were also a nation that hated Israel. Isaiah, it seems, uses Edom as an example of the total destruction coming on everyone who chooses to be enemies of God. 

‘Let all the earth hear and all that is in it’ (34:1). God’s impending judgment has been announced to all the world. People will be taken by surprise not because they were not warned but because they did not listen. All nations and all peoples are told that God’s wrath is upon them because of their sin. Unless they turn from sin they will be consumed by the wrath of God.

Remember how God sent Jonah to the Assyrian capital to warn them of the coming destruction. God is just. Moses warned Pharaoh many times of the coming destruction. In fact God sent a number of disasters or plagues as signs or warnings of his final destruction. God is just. No one can say, ‘no one told me this would happen’.

‘God has utterly destroyed them; he has given them over to the slaughter’ (34:2). The time for repentance will come to an end. The Lord knows those who will harden their hearts- in fact we read that he hardened Pharaoh’s heart (Rom 9:18). Pharaoh was ‘given over to the slaughter’. Paul writes, ‘God gave them up to uncleanness’. He was referring to those who know God’s power and holiness yet ‘suppress the truth in unrighteousness’ (Rom 1:24, 18). Paul goes on to speak about ‘vile passions’ and ‘unnatural relations’. Every human being knows same sex marriage is unnatural but they suppress the truth. God has given them up. Our nation like others before us will come under the indignation of the Lord if such sin is condoned.  

The slaughter described by the prophet is horrific. It is the stuff of horror movies - but this is for real. Those slaughtered will be thrown out and left to rot in the street. There will be no one left living to give them a dignified burial. What a disgrace. The stench will be terrible. ‘The picture becomes still more gory and gruesome; so much blood has been spilt that rivers thereof melt away the very mountains of the earth’ writes Leupold. 

The whole human race will be caught up in this slaughter declared by God. And just in case anyone thinks that by leaving this planet they will escape, Isaiah goes on to say, ‘all the host of heaven shall be dissolved’- host probably means stars and other heavenly bodies (34:4). They shall all fall down like fruit from a fig tree or leaves from a grapevine. Such things fall and soon return to the soil. Some people get excited about life on other planets, even thinking that salvation will somehow come from such places. You would be surprised at how many people think immortality will come from the stars or other planets. If you come across such a person tell them that whatever exists in the universe will be dissolved. ‘The heavens will be rolled up like a scroll; all their host will fall down’ (34:4).

The picture is exactly the same as that described by Jesus in Matthew 24:29- ‘the stars will fall from heaven, and the power of the heavens will be shaken’. It is the same as that which John saw in his vision in Revelation 6- ‘the stars of heaven will fall to the earth… the sky receded as a scroll when it was rolled up’. The apostle Peter gives a similar picture when he writes, ‘the heavens will pass away with a great noise and the elements will melt with fervent heat’ (2Peter 3:10). 

Some think there will be a nuclear holocaust. Others think something from space will hit the earth. I do not know how the Lord will melt everything and burn it up, but know for certain that there will be nothing of earth or the heavens left afterwards. 

2. In totality

‘When my sword has drunk its fill in the heavens, behold it will descend on Edom, the people of my curse, for judgment’ (34:5, cf Mal 1:4). Edom as already mentioned was a nation that bordered Israel. The people were the descendants of Esau. They gloated over Jerusalem when it was destroyed in 586BC. ‘Remember, O Lord, against the sons of Edom’ said the Psalmist (Ps 137:7); and the Lord did remember. The Lord would vindicate his people against this hostile nation. Edom here represents all hostile nations and people, all those who oppress the people of God. Edom will not be the only nation on whom divine judgment descends. 

‘The sword of the Lord is filled with blood’ (34:6). You will not hear such words in many churches today. But this is the solemn truth found in the Bible. God will destroy his enemies, those who reject him and harass his people. Justice must be done. The blood of the martyrs must be avenged (Rev 6:10). Sin will be punished in the death of the sinner- unless Jesus has taken the penalty for them.   

The reference to the blood of lambs and goats as a sacrifice in Bozrah is thought to symbolise the common people of Edom (34:6). Bozrah was a large city to the SE of the Dead Sea- not far from where Sodom once stood. It may have been the place where Edom’s warriors gathered. The Lord has a great sacrifice in Bozrah, but men not animals will be slaughtered. 

If the small animals represent the common people the larger animals, like oxen and mighty bulls, represent the leaders of Edom (34:7). The important people will meet the same end as the rest when the Lord strikes with the sword. Their land will be soaked with blood and their soil saturated with fat (34:7). 

An awful judgment awaits the people who have never ceased from vigorously and violently oppressing the people of God. They set themselves up as enemies of God and God is going to deal with his enemies once and for all. Almighty God will utterly destroy his enemies. In that day, the day of the Lord’s vengeance, burning pitch and brimstone will flow across the land (34:9). The Lord’s vengeance is not like human vengeance. It is recompense or just retribution. God’s judgment is always measured and lawful. This is not confined to the OT. The apostle Paul reminds us of God’s vengeance (Rom 12:19). God has not changed.

The picture of brimstone or burning sulphur is a reminder of the fire and brimstone that the Lord rained down on Sodom and Gomorrah. You may have seen pictures of molten lava from a volcano devouring villages as it flows down a mountain. You may have heard about peat swamps or coal seams catching fire. Such fires cannot be extinguished. Whatever picture of devastation we may have it will not be adequate to describe the destruction in the day of the Lord’s vengeance, in either intensity or extent. The destruction of Edom will be total and permanent. There will be no rebuilding. 

The land will be left totally desolate. No one will pass through it forever and ever (34:10). Only wild and unclean animals and birds will occupy the land. The reference to God stretching out a plumb line of confusion or chaos uses words found in Genesis 1:2. People often think of God restoring the earth to an Eden-like state. The picture given by the prophet is more like the chaos that existed before God spoke and gave the world form and fullness. 

‘Its nobles- there is no one there to call it a kingdom, and all its princes shall be nothing’ (34:12 ESV). If, as it appears, Edom did not have a hereditary monarchy, the nobles probably elected or proclaimed the king. The point is that without nobles no king can be installed and therefore there will be no kingdom. The following verses further describe the desolation of city and country alike, with only animals of the desert and the dark occupying the land.

3. Inevitable

‘Search from the book of the Lord, and read; not one of these shall fail’ (34:16). Isaiah looks ahead to the day when all he has spoken comes to pass.  The book of the Lord is thought to be the book of Isaiah, the record of the Lord's words given through the prophet. It will be like, ‘I told you so’. Not one of the desert creatures listed will be missing or lack her mate. God has spoken and his all-powerful Spirit will carry out his words to the letter.  

In times past God spoke through the prophets but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son (Heb 1:1, 2). God spoke directly from heaven saying, ‘this is my beloved Son, listen to him’ (Luke 9:35). Are you listening? Are you reading your Bible? This is the place to find what God has spoken.  Remember, all that God has spoken will be fulfilled, whether it be judgment or salvation. Which will it be for you?

The ransomed will return                                                          Text: Isaiah 35
‘The redeemed of the Lord shall return

And come with singing into Zion

And everlasting joy shall be upon their heads.’
So go the words of a song based on a verse 10 of Isaiah 35. ‘The ransomed of the Lord shall return with gladness and joy. They shall return to Zion the holy city’ (35:10). 

This chapter strikes us as a complete contrast to the previous chapter where we read of the Lord utterly destroying nations and people who were his enemies. We read of slaughter and of the land being soaked in blood ‘in the day of the Lord’s vengeance, the year of recompense for the cause of Zion’ (34:8). 

The events of this chapter occur at the same time but the focus is upon Zion. The picture is entirely different. It is one of deliverance, deliverance from oppression by enemies and deliverance from all pain and suffering. It is a picture of future glory in Zion, glory for the people saved by the grace of God. 

1. Healing of the land

Divine judgment in chapter 34 was described in terms of death and desolation. The land of Edom would be turned into a wasteland of weeds and wild animals, unclean creatures of the dark. Divine salvation in this chapter is pictured firstly as the land blossoming. ‘The desert will burst into bloom and rejoice '(35:1). 

After all the rain of recent days the parks and gardens of our city are bursting with new growth, buds and blossoms. Sometimes it seems as if the flowers and trees are singing for joy after all the rain. This rejoicing is also seen in the desert after good rains. The wildflowers shoot up and burst into flowers which carpet the hills. It is amazing how life, including things like fish, suddenly appear in lakes after a long dry spell. 

‘The glory of Lebanon will be given to it, the splendour of Carmel and Sharon’ (35:2). We have heard of these places previously (33:9). They were in a state of mourning because God’s people had broken his covenant and the Assyrians were destroying the land. But here these famous places are restored to their former glory. Lebanon was famous for its majestic trees; Sharon was famous for its lush pastures and crops; Carmel was famous for its fertile fields and orchards.

All these places ‘will see the glory of the Lord, the excellency of our God’ (35:2). Fruitfulness was seen as the Lord’s blessing on the land. Moses warned the people that if they broke God’s covenant commands God would withhold the rain and the land would turn to dust. The blessing of God would be seen in bumper harvests and expanding herds (Deut 28:4). 

In Romans 8:22 we read that the whole creation groans and labours with birth pangs. It does so because of human sin. It was subjected to futility. Sin corrupted our relations with God, with fellow human beings and with the whole creation. It is disturbing to see scientists (or pseudo scientists), who worship the creation rather than God the creator, trying to fix the environment. Is not God in charge of the universe, including the weather?  

2. Help from God 

‘Behold your God will come with vengeance… he will come and save you’ (35:4). Isaiah had a message for the oppressed people who were trembling before the Assyrian onslaught, or the later Babylonian onslaught. They were carried off into exile, but God did not abandon them. Isaiah calls upon them to be strong and not fearful. ‘Strengthen the weak hands and make firm the feeble knees’ (35:3). The people of God were to look to the Lord who was coming to justly avenge them. ‘The day of the Lord’s vengeance’ was at hand; ‘the year of recompense for the cause of Zion’ (34:8). 

On this day, the day of divine judgment, God will take vengeance on his enemies and save his chosen people. In the present circumstance it seemed that the Lord was unable or unwilling to save them. But this was not the case. The Lord was coming. He was coming to judge with righteousness. God’s people were told to hold on to this promise and not give way to fear. 

The people's suffering was not always undeserved. They were guilty of sin. The Lord disciplines those he loves. Discipline is not pleasant but it is designed to strengthen obedience. The writer to the Hebrews uses words similar to Isaiah in the context of fatherly discipline (Heb 12:12). The wise person accepts discipline and learns from it.  

John was in exile on the island of Patmos because of his faith in Jesus when he had the visions recorded in the book of Revelation. The Lord assured him that He was in control and that the day of divine wrath was at hand. ‘Hold fast what you have till I come’ was the message for the church at Thyatira. ‘Even so, come, Lord Jesus’ is the closing prayer of Revelation and the Bible. This is a prayer you can pray when you are in trouble. We should all make it our daily prayer. 

3. Healing

‘Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened and the ears of the deaf unstopped’ (35:5). Here we read of another aspect of the Lord’s coming. These physical ills are in the world because of sin. When Adam sinned the land was cursed and the woman was told, ‘in pain you will bring forth children’ (Gen 3:16). Jesus came to reverse the curse. Jesus went about healing the sick. This healing was a sign of the coming of the kingdom of God. As Jesus himself said in answer to John the Baptist who asked, ‘are you the coming one?’ – ‘the blind see, the lame walk; lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear’ (Mat 11:5). 

On the basis of these words from Isaiah, Jesus expected John to understand that he was indeed the Messiah, the coming one. John was familiar with Isaiah because he quoted the passage about preparing the way of the Lord from Isaiah 40. We will see reference to this highway later in this chapter also. Jesus did not come into this world simply to heal sick people. He did not see himself as a top surgeon or physician operating in a prestigious institute. ‘He who can and will banish the ills that plague the body will not fail to do as much for the spiritual being of man’ writes Leupold. Jesus’ message to John included the fact that the poor have the gospel preached to them (Mat 11:5). The gospel is the good news, the good news of the kingdom of God, the kingdom that cannot be shaken, and the kingdom that will not pass away. 

Along with bodily healing Isaiah again speaks of the healing of the land (cf. verses 1-2). There will be streams in the desert (35:6). Springs will gush with water across the thirsty land. The picture is not unlike the Garden of Eden (Gen 2). But the prophet was not necessarily speaking of a return to Eden. He was speaking of the future glory of heaven by way of this metaphor. Jackals or howling creatures freely roam in the desert but when the desert  blooms with grass, reeds and rushes they will no longer find a home there (35:7). 

This picture of healing and abundance points forward to the ministry of Jesus, as Jesus himself pointed out in Matthew 11. ‘But that ministry does not exhaust the prophetic word concerning eschatological days. It merely foreshadowed the even greater changes to take place at the end of time’ writes Harman. 

4. Highway of holiness

The closing picture is of a highway through the desert leading to Zion. Desert roads were dusty and difficult for walking. They were also dangerous because of wild animals like lions- not to mention robbers. Isaiah pictures a highway, a road that is level and safe – ‘no lion shall be there’ (35:9). The highway will be established by the Lord- it is the Lord’s highway. As such it will be a highway for the redeemed, for those made holy by the Lord. 

‘Whoever walks the road, although a fool shall not go astray’ (35:8). Some, such as the NIV translate as, ‘wicked fools will not go about on it’. Others say the word ‘fool’ means ‘inexperienced’. On the old desert roads travelers often lost their way but not on this new super highway. 

In chapter 40 Isaiah calls for a highway in the desert to be prepared for the coming of the Lord. This is a reference to Jesus, as seen in the  NT. Jesus is the one who has blazed the trail as it were, the one who first travelled this highway as a man. Those whom he has ransomed by his blood follow him on this highway. It is no longer a difficult road for those who stay close to Jesus. ‘My yoke is easy and my burden is light’ he says (Mat 28:30).

To summarise, this highway of holiness is

a. For those who are clean, those washed clean in the blood of the Lamb. 

b. For those who ‘walk the way’ (35:8), for those ransomed by Jesus. Jesus gave his life a ransom for many (Mark 10:45)

c.  It is free of attack from wild animals. The enemy has been defeated by Jesus.

d. It leads to joy and gladness, to the place of no more sighing or sorrow. A place of no more sorrow, no more crying, no more pain is how John describes the holy city, the New Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God (Rev 21:4). 

In what do you trust                                                                   Text: Isaiah 36
‘Now it came to pass in the fourteenth year of King Hezekiah that Sennacherib, king of Assyria came up…’ (36:1). This chapter is quite different to the previous chapters of Isaiah. For a start it is not poetry but prose. The last prose section of any length was in chapter 7. It is interesting that the events of chapter 36 occur at the same place as those of chapter 7, namely the aqueduct from the upper pool (7:3, 36:2). In chapter 7 King Ahaz was trying to get help from Assyria. Some 34 years later King Hezekiah is being threatened by the Assyrians. The prophet Isaiah was there on both occasions calling upon the king to trust in the Lord, in the Lord alone.

A second difference in chapter 36 is that it is history and not prophecy. The contents are almost word for word what we read in 2Kings 18:17-36. In 2 Chronicles 32:32 we are told that the acts of Hezekiah are recorded in Isaiah and the book of the kings. Just why this historical section is included here we are not told; although it does come as a fulfilment of some of Isaiah’s prophecies. We have had cause to refer to these chapters numerous times. Chapters 36-39 are referred to as an historical interlude in the book of Isaiah. Prophecy resumes in chapter 40.

1. Moment of trial

Hezekiah was king in Jerusalem from about 715 to 687BC. His fourteenth year would have been 701BC. At this time Sennacherib, king of Assyria sent a great army into Judah, capturing cities and towns one after another. They finally came to Jerusalem. Jerusalem was built on a ridge and had strong city walls. Hezekiah actually extended the wall to the west (2Chron 32:5). 

Hezekiah began his reign reopening the temple and reinstituting the Passover. He smashed all sacred pillars and altars in the high places around the country. All sacrifices were to be made at the temple, according to the word of God. He also smashed the bronze snake of Moses because it was also being venerated (2Kings 18:4). The people may have thought they were worshipping God but this was not the case if they were not worshipping according to what God commanded.  

Despite all his reforms Hezekiah was not perfect. This Assyrian attack can be seen as a trial or test for him and the people of God. Already Isaiah had spoken against the leaders for sending for help from Egypt and not trusting in the Lord. While there was outward reform it seems there was no real change of heart among the people (29:13). Isaiah called them, ‘rebellious people, lying children, children who will not hear the word of the Lord' (30:7). He told them, albeit indirectly, that Assyria would come and lay siege to the city and they would be filled with fear (29:2-4). He also told how the Lord would then deliver them. This history is a fulfilment of the prophet’s words.  

The king of Assyria, the great military power of the day, was engaged in a battle at Lachish, a city southwest of Jerusalem (36:2). Back in 722BC Assyria had conquered the northern kingdom of Israel. Maybe it was at that time that the Assyrian king demanded tribute from Jerusalem. Hezekiah later refused these payments (2Kings 18:7), so the Assyrians were coming after him. 

When Hezekiah heard that Sennacherib was in Lachish he sent to say he was sorry and would pay whatever Sennacherib demanded. He paid a vast sum in silver and gold, but Sennacherib did not keep this agreement; a fact noted by the Lord (33:8). Sennacherib sent his commander or ‘Rabshakeh’ to threaten Hezekiah. The Rabshakeh stood at the gate of Jerusalem and called out to Hezekiah. Hezekiah did not go himself but sent three of his officials to negotiate. There is an Assyrian inscription in the Annals of Sennacherib which tells of this battle and famously states how Hezekiah was made a prisoner in Jerusalem, ‘like a bird in a cage’.   

2. Misplaced trust 

Hezekiah was not in a good position to negotiate. He had already stripped the gold from the doors of the temple as tribute to Sennacherib. His officers had to listen to a lecture from the Rabshakeh. Much of what this pagan commander said was true, so Hezekiah’s officers had to listen in silence and in shame. 

It happens all too often that individual Christians as well as churches have to listen to rebuke from unbelievers. Churches are facing investigations over child abuse. Some face financial investigation. Some of this may be motivated by the devil, but some is because the church has departed from the laws of God. The laws of men will never be more righteous than the laws of God. If we follow God’s laws we will never be found guilty of immorality. Moreover, individual believers going to court are sometimes rebuked by a non- Christian judge. Paul writes, ‘dare any of you having a matter against another go to law before the unrighteous and not before the saints’. He was astonished that ‘brother goes to law against a brother and that before unbelievers’ (1Cor 6:1,6). How shameful it is for believers to be rebuked or lectured on what the Bible says by unbelievers. 

The Rabshakeh - speaking on behalf of the great king, the king of Assyria- called upon Hezekiah to abandon his misplaced trust. What did Hezekiah trust in? This unbeliever knew. Firstly, he was trusting in his own resources. The Lord had prospered Hezekiah. He had built up the walls and built up an army also (2Chron 32:5-6). But he knew his army was no match for the great Assyrian army. 
So Hezekiah had to trust in someone else to help at this critical moment. ‘You are trusting in the staff of this broken reed Egypt’ said the Rabshakeh (36:6). Remember how the envoy was quietly sent to Egypt to buy their help- without consulting the Lord? Well, it was no secret now. The Assyrians knew all about it and they mocked Hezekiah for putting his trust in Egypt. Egypt was like a stick that breaks and splinters when you lean on it. A reed, like bamboo, breaks with sharp splinters. Our son has a scar from the time a piece of bamboo that he was playing with broke and pieced his hand.

Thirdly, the Rabshakeh criticised Hezekiah for trusting in the Lord- which was what he was struggling to do. As a pagan the Rabshakeh did not understand the reforms of Hezekiah. He saw the smashing of the high places and altars as acts against God. Maybe the people in the countryside were angry at Hezekiah for this reform and expressed their opinion to the Assyrians. We must not be surprised when unbelievers misunderstand our worship practices. They like to have things that appeal to the senses- or more to the point, the flesh! They do not understand that God had commanded how we are to worship him and that we are not free to set up shrines and idols all over the place.  

The Rabshakeh mocks Hezekiah by offering him a bargain or wager. ‘I will give you 2000 horses if you can put riders on them’ he said (36:8). Hezekiah’s army was basically foot soldiers. If he had a cavalry it was tiny. So he would not have had riders to put on so many horses. Again he mocked Hezekiah saying even his most junior captain could defeat Hezekiah’s army in a moment. This mocking highlighted the desperate position of Hezekiah and the Jews.

‘Now comes the argument that caps the climax, the religious argument’ writes Leupold. The Rabshakeh claims to have the approval of God/Yahweh for his attack (36:10). What a shock this must have been for the people on the wall. Had the Lord spoken to Sennacherib? Hardly! Had Sennacherib heard about the prophecies of Isaiah? Isaiah did speak as if God was going to come against the city where David dwelt (33:3). It was true that God was bringing the Assyrians against the Jews to punish them for their rebellion. 

But then again, this may have been part of the Assyrians propaganda. Every army likes to claim God is on their side. The Rabshakeh will go on to ridicule God/Yahweh as being powerless to deliver Hezekiah from the mighty (almighty?) king of Assyria (36:20). 

3. My king the greatest   

Ekiakim, Shebna and Joah, the officers of Hezekiah, asked the Rabshakeh to speak in Aramaic, the language of courts and diplomats, rather than in the local Judean language- which this Assyrian somehow knew. But he went on speaking even louder in the local language so the people would hear. Maybe he wanted them to revolt against Hezekiah. He pictured the utter horror that would come if they resisted the mighty king of Assyria. They would end up eating their own faeces and drinking their own urine (36:12).

The Rabshakeh was not going to speak in Aramaic and he was not going to be silent. Shouting, ‘Hear the words of the great king, the king of Assyria', he again derided Hezekiah claiming he was powerless to deliver them (36:13). He claimed the same about their God/Yahweh (36:15, 18). Was Hezekiah urging the people to trust in the Lord at this stage? Isaiah was, but Hezekiah? No (although see 2 Chron 32:8).  

‘Thus says the king of Assyria’ (36:16). The Rabshakeh spoke as if he was the prophet of a god. His king/god said to make peace with him and come out of the city. He said he would give them their own farm or orchard and their own well. This was until he took them off to an even better place- which meant deportation. Deportation was Assyrian policy.

The propaganda continues with the claim that God will not deliver them even if Hezekiah says this. The Rabshakeh saw God/Yahweh as being the same as the gods of other nations or cities that Assyria had crushed.  ‘Where are the gods of Hamath and Arpad’? he asked (36:19). These were cities way up north. The Rabshakeh was making a fatal mistake in comparing Yahweh to man-made gods. The Assyrians might smash idols of wood and stone but Yahweh was no such god. The Rabshakeh was in for a rude shock. Yahweh would take up the challenge. He would soon come upon the Assyrians and destroy them because of this arrogance and blasphemy. You can mock gods of wood and stone but it is fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God. Our God is a consuming fire (Heb 10:31, 12:29). God will not be mocked by anyone (Gal 6:7). 

Despite all the provocation Hezekiah’s officers, ‘held their peace and answered him not a word’, as instructed by Hezekiah (36:21). We ask ‘what could they say’?  They were not trusting in the Lord as they should.  They were covered with shame as they tore their clothes, and probably wept, as they made their way along the streets back to the palace. 

Divine punishment had brought grief and sorrow as intended. In the next chapter we will see these men and the king finally listening to God’s prophet and turning to the Lord in prayer.          

Hezekiah asks Isaiah to pray                                           Text: Isaiah 37:1-13
The year was 701BC. The king of Judah is Hezekiah. Hezekiah is under siege by the king of Assyria called Sennacherib. Sennacherib’s commander called the Rabshakeh had called out to Hezekiah’s officers who were on the city wall. He outlined the situation from Assyria’s point of view; namely the Jews would all die of starvation if they did not surrender. 

Hezekiah had no army to speak of. Egypt was not going to come and help. And it was pointless to trust in God/Yahweh according to the Rabshakeh. No other gods had been able to stop the Assyrian onslaught so why should Hezekiah think that his God would be able to deliver him. Hezekiah officers could not answer these threats. In shame they went off to report to their king. 

Hezekiah was in deep trouble. The city was under siege and the people would soon be starving. Humanly speaking there was nothing more he could do. Was it time to give up? Should he surrender? Or should he take a rope and hang himself? Many see this as the only way out of the trouble they are in. The suicide rate in our society is alarming. Some years ago a work colleague was planning to leave her husband- she wanted out of the marriage. One day she went home to find her husband wanted out also. She found him hanging from the ceiling fan. Hezekiah found another way out. He went into the house of the Lord where things became clear to him (37:1). Do you come to the house of the Lord when you are in trouble? The doors of some churches are never locked. We do not know on what day or at what hour someone may want to come and pray.

1. Blasphemy acknowledged by Hezekiah 

‘Hezekiah's officers held their peace and answered not a word’ (36:21). What could they say? All Hezekiah could say was, ‘do not answer him’. Who would answer this arrogant Assyrian who was blaspheming the name of Almighty God? It is important that we give an answer to those who ask about the hope that is in us, or ridicule us for having such hope. ‘Always be ready to give a defence to everyone who asks you a reason for the hope that is in you’ (1Peter 3:15). Jesus promises that the Holy Spirit will give us words to say at such times (Luke 12:12). 

The Rabshakeh told them not to let Hezekiah tell them that the Lord will deliver them, because this would not happen. Should not Hezekiah have answered this heathen? Could he not answer with words given by the Lord? First he had to repent and return to the Lord. Hezekiah ‘covered himself with sackcloth and went in to the house of the Lord’ (37:1). Sackcloth was a symbol of mourning. It was not often that kings put on sackcloth. They were leaders. They were strong men. Repenting was a sign of weakness. It took a lot to get a king to repent, but Hezekiah had been brought to his knees as the Lord intended. 

A lot of men and women are too proud to repent. They are too proud to get down on their knees and cry to the Lord for help. Pray that the Lord will break such a person before it is too late- be it yourself or one close to you. ‘If we say we have no sin we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us’ (1John 1:8). In the house of the Lord Hezekiah saw his situation more clearly. He remembered Isaiah the prophet, the man who spoke the words of God. He sent Eliakim, Shebna and the elders of the priests to Isaiah asking him to pray. 

In chapter 7 we read how Isaiah went to king Ahaz with a message from the Lord. Most OT prophets were forced to escape their king because of death threats. Rarely do we read of the king sending to the prophet for advice or help. Hezekiah it was different. How rare it is to see anyone, even the people of God, coming to God’s servant for advice or help! Most prefer flattery and lies rather than the truth.

For all this Hezekiah was still too proud to go himself. He sent some servants with a message for the man of God. ‘This day is a day of trouble and rebuke and blasphemy’ (37:3). ‘This day is a day of distress, rebuke and disgrace’ (ESV). It was a day of trouble for the people of God because they had to decide between death and deportation. It was a day of rebuke or correction. Hezekiah knew he had failed to trust in the Lord. Seeking help from Egypt was a mistake. Finally, to have this heathen blaspheming God’s holy name and yet answer him nothing was like being guilty of blasphemy himself. Hezekiah was crippled by shame and guilt. He felt powerless to do anything. He felt like a woman giving birth but having no strength to push the baby out (37:3) - a vivid metaphor indeed. 

‘It may be that the Lord your God will hear the words of the Rabshakeh’ (37:4). Hezekiah knew that the Lord had heard the words of the Assyrian. What he was hoping for was that the Lord would take action against this blasphemer. Hezekiah dared not ask for God’s help himself because he was an unworthy sinner. What the Assyrian had said about him was true- to his shame. He could have asked for divine mercy and grace.

At least Hezekiah felt bad that God’s name had been blasphemed and he hoped the Lord would act to defend his holy name. Do you feel bad when you hear God’s name being blasphemed? Let us not blaspheme God’s holy name ourselves by saying, ‘O my God’, or use ‘Jesus’ as a swear word. God’s children are horrified when their Father’s name is dishonoured. They are always glorifying God’s holy name. 

Maybe Hezekiah remembered the words of David when he went out to fight Goliath. Goliath had cursed David by his gods. David said, ‘I come to you in the name of the Lord of Hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied’ (1Sam 17:43, 45). Hezekiah hoped God would again deliver Israel. He asked Isaiah to pray for divine intervention to save the people remaining in Jerusalem (37:4).   

2. Blasphemy answered by Isaiah 

‘Thus says the Lord’ (37:6). Up till this point it has been, ‘thus says the great king, the king of Assyria’ (36:13). Hezekiah had no answer to the bold words of the Rabshakeh. Now we hear the words of Almighty God, the king of heaven and earth. Isaiah said, ‘do not be afraid of the words which you have heard’ (37:6). The Lord had heard his name being blasphemed among the Gentiles and the prophet had his answer. 

There are four parts to the Lord’s answer (37:7):

Firstly, the Lord would ‘send a spirit upon him’ – that is the king of Assyria. If the Lord could make the Pharaoh of Egypt and the king of Babylon have dreams, he could influence the mind and thinking of this pagan king also. It is amazing and fearful, but it is true. God can influence the very thinking and decision making of men. 

God can of course influence circumstances as we see in the second part of this answer. ‘He shall hear a rumour or report’. This rumour may have been about an uprising in Babylon but we cannot be certain. The third part of the answer is that Sennacherib will return to his own land, and the fourth part is that he will be killed in his own land. His assassination is reported at the end of this chapter. 

The word of the Lord through Isaiah is brief but clear. Dates and times are not given but there is no question as to the outcome. The king of Assyria will be judged for his blasphemy. Thus says the Lord, ‘I will cause him to fall by the sword in his own land’ (37:7).  

People always want to know what will happen in the future. They read horoscopes, they consult clairvoyants, and they look to the predictions of experts. People want to know if the interest rate will go up or down. They want to know if they will have a heart attack or get cancer. Who knows such things? Who is all-knowing? Only the Lord is omniscient. ‘But how can we find out from God’ you say? Well ask him! Open your Bible and read what he has spoken. Do not waste your time reading Nostradamis or professor whoever. The Lord has not told us about the share market or when the next flood will be, but he has told us about what is infinitely more important. What is that? 

He has told us that Jesus died on the cross to take away our sin. He has told you that if you repent and believe in Jesus Christ you will become a child of God. He has told you that your name will be written in his Book of Life and you will not be condemned and sent to hell. And still all some people want to know is what the interest rate will be next week!

3. Blasphemy continues

The king of Assyria had been attacking Lachish some 40km SW of Jerusalem, but when the Rabshakeh returned he found his king warring against another city called Libnah (37:8). At that time the king heard that the king of Ethiopia (effectively Egypt) was coming to attack him. Thinking that Egypt might be coming at Hezekiah's request, the king of Assyria sent a message to Hezekiah warning him once again not to think that he could stand against the might of the Assyrians. 

The message came in the form of a letter, although messengers may have also have spoken to Hezekiah (37:10, 14). Some scholars think it strange that he did not send the Rabshakeh back. Why did he write a letter this time? In the battle field all forms of propaganda are used. In the letter Sennacherib probably listed all the cities and nations taken by Assyria. He asked why Jerusalem should be any different.

‘Do not let your God in whom you trust deceive you’ (37:10). Sennacherib did not mention Egypt. He went straight to the heart. He knew the history of the Jews. He knew they might turn to the Lord for help. When people fight in the name of God they can be difficult. While the Rabshakeh told the people not to be deceived by Hezekiah (36:14), Sennacherib told Hezekiah not to be deceived by God himself. What an insult. What blasphemy. God never deceives.

Hezekiah had just heard the words of Isaiah. Now he reads the words of his enemy. Who would he believe? Had the gods of any nation delivered them from Assyria asked this heathen king (37:12)? History was against Hezekiah. Moreover military science and strategy said he could not stand against Assyria. The voice of the people said that the situation was hopeless. One lone voice, the voice of God’s prophet said, ‘do not fear the king of Assyria’. Which voice will Hezekiah listen to?

Do you sometimes feel like Hezekiah? There are so many voices telling you what to believe and what to do. Family and friends, professors and politicians, and the press! Sex before marriage is okay they say. Divorce your husband or wife if they annoy you they say. Telling lies is no big deal they say. Everyone drinks and gets drunk they say. But there is one voice that speaks the truth. It is the voice of God. ‘I am the Lord your God. Listen to my words and obey me and you will live’.   

Hezekiah prays                                                                  Text: Isaiah 37:14-20
What Bible verses do you know? What is your favourite verse? One of my favourites is 1Peter 5:8- ‘cast all your cares on him because he cares for you’. It means bring your worries and anxieties to the Lord and leave them with him. It means unburden yourself to your heavenly Father because he promises to deal with all your concerns. God loves his children and takes care of them.

Children want to be independent. The want to do everything themselves. Yet we know that there are many things children cannot do. I am resisting the temptation to tell grandfather stories but allow me just one. Instead of sitting in the stroller our grandkids insist on pushing it. They want grand-dad in the stroller while they stand behind and push. It does not work! It does not work with God’s children either. Although we mature as the children of God we never become independent adults. We never get to be in the driver’s seat, or to push the stroller, as the case may be. We remain dependent on our Father in heaven all our life. 

1. Letter

King Hezekiah was in big trouble with the Assyrian army camped outside the city gates. Jerusalem was under siege and the food supply dwindling. Hezekiah’s small army was no match for the Assyrians. He had tried to buy his way out of trouble but that failed. In desperation he humbled himself and went into the house of the Lord (37:1). The thought came to him to ask God for help. First he sent a message to the prophet asking him to pray. ‘Perhaps the Lord your God will hear the words of the Rabshakeh’ (37:4). Hezekiah was not at the point of praying himself. He felt ashamed at what the Rabshekeh said about the Lord, and also guilty that he had no answer. 

Sometime later a letter came from the King of Assyria renewing the threat. It contained a list of the cities and lands that the Assyrians had utterly destroyed; and probably the names of the gods of those places (37:11f). Hezekiah was confronted with the facts, facts which did not give him any hope at all. After reading the letter Hezekiah went up to the house of the Lord and spread it out before the Lord. For a second time in this time of crisis Hezekiah was back in the house of the Lord.  He came to cast his cares upon the Lord, as the Lord intended.

2. Lord of hosts  

In the temple Hezekiah actually ‘prayed to the Lord’ himself (37:15). The king was on his knees before the Lord. He was not just asking the prophet or priest to pray; he was praying himself. What a wonderful thing it must have been for the people to see their king in the house of the Lord praying. How many kings and national leaders do we see praying these days? Some think it embarrassing or a sign of weakness. But would we not think more highly of a leader who prayed? And what about the small kingdom that is your home? Is the king a man who prays with his family? What a blessing it is for children to see their father on his knees in prayer.

‘O Lord of hosts, God of Israel, who is enthroned above the cherubim’ (37:16 ESV). In prayer we begin by addressing God. We begin by acknowledging God for who is and what he has done. God has so many attributes revealed to us in the Scriptures that we could spend a long time just adoring him. 'God is a spirit, infinite, eternal and unchangeable in his being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness and truth’. Here are just a few attributes from the Shorter Catechism, Question 4. Moses knew the Lord as ‘merciful and gracious, longsuffering and abounding in goodness and truth’ (Exodus 34:6).

Hezekiah prayed, ‘O Lord of hosts’. This refers to Yahweh’s power. He is a warrior God with a great army or ‘host’. He defends his holy name and his people. ‘God of Israel’ reminded Hezekiah of the covenant God made with his people when he brought them out of bondage in Egypt. The people in Jerusalem were God’s special people. Yahweh was the God of the nation, but he was very different to the gods of other nations, as Hezekiah remembered while he was praying. 

‘Enthroned between/above the cherubim’ (37:16). Hezekiah was in the temple. He was not in the Holy of Holies where the Ark of the Covenant was kept, but he knew the significance of the Ark. From the Psalms he had sung of the Lord who dwells between the cherubim (Psalm 99:1, 80:1). God’s presence was above the ‘mercy seat’ and between the wings of the cherubim. 

Hezekiah would also have heard of King Solomon’s prayer at the dedication of the temple. Hezekiah was sitting on the same throne. The Lord said, ‘My name shall be there’ so Solomon prayed, ‘hear the prayer that your servant makes towards this place (1Kings 8:29). ‘You are God – you alone’ (37:16). Hezekiah understood that God was the only true and living God. He understood that God was not some local deity but the God of ‘all the kingdoms of the earth’ (37:16). God is sovereign over all his creation.

God’s sovereignty arises from the truth that he created everything that exists in the universe. ‘You have made heaven and earth’ (37:16). God not only created heaven and earth but he lives to rule over heaven and earth. God sustains all life. ‘He is before all things and in him all things consist’ writes the apostle Paul of the Lord Jesus Christ (Col 1:17). Clearly those who do not believe that God created heaven and earth and all living things cannot pray such a prayer. Clearly such people are praying to some inferior being who is not the true God. 

3. Look and listen

‘Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven’. These words are familiar to us from the prayer Jesus taught his disciples. In these words we recognise God’s sovereignty over heaven and earth. After this comes the petition ‘give us this day our daily bread’. Hezekiah prayed ‘you made heaven and earth’ and then he brings his petition to the Lord. He asks the Lord to open his eyes and see, and open his ears and hear (37:17). Such words are common in OT prayers, particularly those of David in the Psalms (Ps 17:6), and that of Daniel (Dan 9:18). 

If the Lord sees and hears everything then he sees and hears what we do and say. Hezekiah does not confess and ask for forgiveness for his sin in this prayer in the way that we find in the Lord’s Prayer – ‘forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us’. But at least he had humbled himself before the Lord.  

Hezekiah’s concern was with the blasphemous words of Sennacherib, king of Assyria. In this letter Hezekiah read ‘do not let your God in whom you trust deceive you’ (37:10). Sennacherib had compared the living God with the gods of other nations (37:12). Hezekiah told Isaiah of his hope that the Lord would rebuke Sennacherib. He prayed the same thing himself. He asked the Lord to hear the insults of Sennacherib and to deal with him accordingly. He spread out the letter before the Lord so the Lord could see what Sennacherib had written. 

4. Lands    

The letter listed the victims of the Assyrian army, victories that no one could deny. There is no point in denying the facts when you come to the Lord in prayer. We are not about brainwashing ourselves or others. We must not resort to clever twisting of the truth (1Thess 2:3). Facts are historical or scientific. Predictions about the future are not facts. Theories are not facts. Not all the things we hear or read in the media are facts.

As Hezekiah prayed he remembered a very important spiritual fact that threw into doubt the conclusion drawn by Sennacherib. What was this ‘special fact’? ‘For they were not gods but the work of men’s hands’ (37:19). It is amazing how clear things become when we come into the house of the Lord. It is amazing what truth we find when we open the Bible and pray to the Lord. ‘Wait a minute’ thought Hezekiah, ‘these gods Sennacherib is writing about are not gods at all. They are just the lumps of wood and stone. No wonder they could not stand against the Assyrian army’. 

It is good for Christians to read the newspaper and learn what is going in the world. But we can get disturbed by things we read- violence, corruption, politics, popular science and ethics. Should we not be like Hezekiah and spread the newspaper out before the Lord?  If you are reading your Bible and praying, you will be able to read the newspaper with discernment, sorting out truth from error. People may think they are gods and worship created things, but they are not gods at all. They are the work of men’s hands. They are just man’s ideas and they will soon pass away.

5. Deliver  

‘Now therefore, O Lord our God, save us from his hand’ (37:20). Hezekiah had come to the point of calling the Lord our God, not your God. He had come to the realization that ‘our God’ is different, and that he is powerful to save. He can save his people from the most powerful nation on earth. Nothing is impossible with God. This is a lesson God had to teach a lot of people in the Bible – nothing is impossible with God. Think of Abraham, Sarah, Zacharias and Mary. Has he taught it to you? God can save us from any human being. He can also save us from Satan, from sin and from death.  

But will God save Hezekiah. He is able, but is he willing? ‘That all the kingdoms of the earth may know that you are the Lord, you alone’ (37:20). How could Hezekiah be confident that God would save him? Did he deserve to be saved? Did he say, ‘Lord, I have not done anything really bad’? Did he start telling the Lord all the good things he had done? He was a good king remember.

Hezekiah’s prayer was that God might be glorified. ‘O Lord, save us from Sennacherib for your glory – or for your name’s sake’. Jesus tells us to pray in his name. We close our prayers saying, ‘for Jesus sake’- or we once did! God has saved us for his own glory (Eph 1:12). He saved us for the sake of Jesus his only begotten Son, whom he gave to die for us on the cross.  

God did not save you for your sake - it was for Jesus’ sake! God saved you for his glory, not yours. God had no need of anything you can give him or do for him. He saved you by his grace alone, and for his own glory in heaven and on earth. Jesus said there is joy before the angels in heaven when one sinner repents. 

Hezekiah's prayer answered                                         Text: Isaiah 37:21-38
Hezekiah and the people of God were under siege in Jerusalem. The mighty Assyrian army was camped outside the city gates. They had marched across the countryside of Judah destroying everything in their path. Hezekiah had bought a treaty with them, but this was soon broken. Egypt was not able to help. Hezekiah eventually turned to the Lord in prayer.  He asked the Lord to ‘save us from his (Sennacherib’s) hand’ (37:20). 

Did the Lord hear his prayer? How would he know? He was in the house of God and he prayed with confidence, knowing the Lord’s presence and power. From the Scriptures he knew about the prayer of King Solomon in which he asked the Lord to answer prayers made in this temple (1Kings 8). Do you have confidence that the Lord hears you when you pray?  

King Hezekiah's prayer was not in vain. It was not, as the ungodly say, a ‘waste of time’ or ‘just empty words that make you feel better for saying them’.  Many think it is does not matter who or what you pray to because it all in your own mind. Well this was not the case with Hezekiah. He prayed to the living God, the creator of heaven and earth, and he got an answer.  

When you pray to the same God in the name of Jesus, his only begotten Son who is the only mediator, you also will get an answer. But if you pray to an idol of wood or stone, or to a human being, be they a dead or living, such as so-called ‘saints’, do not expect the Lord to hear and answer your prayer.

1. Lord’s answer to Sennacherib

‘Then Isaiah the son of Amoz sent to Hezekiah' (37:21). The prophet sent a message to Hezekiah which was in effect an answer to his prayer. ‘Thus says the Lord God of Israel’ (37:21), the same God that Hezekiah had prayed to (37:16). It seems that the answer came without much delay, although ‘then’ is not specific. 

Have you had anyone come up to you lately with the answer to your prayer? Do you think it would be great if this happened? Do you pray with the heart of a man like William Carey who said, ‘expect great things from God, attempt great things for God’, or a man like George Mueller when there was no food for his house of orphans? If our prayers get somewhat petty or vague we care little about the answer. Still we sometimes find it difficult to know God’s answer to our earnest prayer. We may not have an angel come from heaven, as with Cornelius (Acts 10:3), or someone come and tell us the answer, as here with Hezekiah, but God has given us the Bible and he has given us the Holy Spirit who helps us when we pray (Rom 8:26). 

Just be careful however, about flicking through the Bible and pointing to a verse at random. You may have heard about the man who opened his Bible and pointed to Matthew 27 where he read, ‘and Judas went out and hanged himself’. That was not helpful so he opened his Bible again and pointed to Luke 10:37 where he read, ‘Then Jesus said to him, go and do likewise’! 

Hezekiah covered himself with sackcloth when he prayed in the face of this serious threat. And he received an answer concerning Sennacherib, king of Assyria. Jerusalem would soon be despising the Assyrians and laughing them to scorn (37:22). The children of God would wag their heads, a gesture of contempt, as they watched the Assyrians retreat. The Lord would deliver Hezekiah and Jerusalem because, as Hezekiah recognised in his prayer, Sennacherib had blasphemed and mocked the Holy One of Israel. 

Sennacherib had become so proud that he puffed up his chest against the living God (37:23). He boasted of his chariots and how he could go to the mountains of Lebanon and cut down the tall cedars of the forest – quite a job in the days before chainsaws (37:24). He boasted that he could dig wells and dry up the rivers of Egypt. Was this a claim that he could divide the waters of the Sea as the Lord had done? In this boasting Sennacherib had crossed the line as it were, by claiming that even God could not stop him taking Jerusalem. The Lord had a word for Sennacherib. His boasting was reprehensible and he would be brought down. The Lord would have the last word. Sennacherib was but a man, a blimp in the history of the world. ‘Assyria was merely the tool that God employs for his own purposes’ (10:5f). 

God raises up kings for his purposes, and puts them down for his purposes. God planned in eternity that Sennacherib would come to power and punish cities and nations that had turned away from him, including Israel and Judea. Sennacherib had marched into Judah destroying cities and crops as he went, but it was the God of Israel who allowed him to do so. Little is left after an army marches across the land. A recent documentary on the Germans advance into Russia and then their retreat reminded me of this. Even grass that grows in gutters withers up and fails to give any food in a scorched earth policy (37:27).

‘I know your sitting down, your going out and your coming in, and your raging against me’ (37:28 ESV). The God of Israel saw and heard everything Sennacherib did and said. He saw his coming and going. He heard his raging. He saw the blasphemy that was written in his letter to Hezekiah; and the Lord was not pleased. The king that the sovereign Lord had set in place for his purposes had turned around to rage against the Lord. If Sennacherib thought he could do this with impunity he was wrong. Hezekiah understood the blasphemy. Let all people know that the Lord will not be mocked.  Sennacherib would soon come under divine judgment. 

The terrible brutality of the Syrian army has been in the headlines of late. It is shocking to hear of the soldiers torturing women and children and murdering civilians. The Assyrian army was no less brutal in Hezekiah’s day. They probably put hooks into the noses of their prisoners and led them off to Nineveh. But the Lord would turn the tables on Sennacherib. He said ‘I will put My hook in your nose and… I will turn you back by the way you came’ (37:29).  Sennacherib would return home in disgrace, and meet a tragic end, as we will soon see. 

2. Lord’s answer to Hezekiah 

The Lord’s answer to Hezekiah’s prayer through the prophet included a word for Hezekiah himself (37:30-35). The Lord gave a sign to Hezekiah as to when he would bring an end to the Assyrian’s siege. It was a reassuring sign related to agriculture. Normal agriculture would resume in the third year (37:30). 

The Assyrians would have destroyed the current crop- usually harvested in April. So the people would only gather what grew from some self-sown plants when they got to go out of the city. The siege would go beyond the next sowing time (October) so they would not have a crop in the second year either. It would not be until the third year that they would sow and harvest a crop. 

We sometimes forget that when a crop is lost because of floods and other calamites, that it takes a year before the farmer can get another harvest. Remember when cyclone ‘Yasi’ wiped out the banana fields in north Queensland.  

‘In the third year sow and reap’ (37:30). Under the law God gave Moses farming land in Israel was to be left fallow every seventh year. Through lack of faith or greed, or both, the people did not keep the Sabbath year. When the Lord later sent them to exile in Babylon we are told that ‘the land enjoyed her Sabbaths’ – a full seventy years of Sabbaths (2Chron 36:21).

I was surprised that so few commentators related this sign given to Hezekiah to the Sabbath and the Jubilee. After seven Sabbath years (49 years) came the Jubilee, another year of fallow. For two years the people were to live off self-sown crops (Lev 25:11). They were not to sow until the third year. It seems that the people did not keep the Sabbath year or the Jubilee except when the Lord enforced it, as in this case with the Assyrian siege, and later with the Babylonian exile.

People think the Sabbath does not matter. But God says we are to work six days and rest on the Sabbath (the word means rest). People think they if they work seven days they will get rich more quickly. But what is the current rate of unemployment in parts of Europe, parts where the Reformation was rejected or where the Bible is now rejected. Many are having an enforced Sabbath rest!

3. Lord’s angel

The Lord would maintain a remnant in Jerusalem because of his promise to David (37:35). The Assyrians would not come into the city. The people would not perish at the hands of the Assyrians (37:33). They would emerge from this time of crisis, this time of severe testing, with a renewed focus on the Lord. Already we have seen the king in the house of God praying. 

The chapter ends with a brief postscript telling us how the Lord actually answered Hezekiah’s prayer (37:36-38). He sent an angel through the Assyrian camp killing 185,000 soldiers in a single night, in much the same way as the angel of death went through Egypt killing all firstborn sons on Passover night. Whether the angel brought bubonic plaque or some other disease we are not told, but when the living got up in the morning they saw corpses all around them and they fled. 

God is all powerful. He brought Sennacherib and his great army down in one day and they fled back to Nineveh. Some twenty years later (681BC) he was assassinated by two of his sons (37:38). So the man who threatened to destroy Jerusalem and boasted against the God of Israel came to a premature and violent end, just as predicted by the prophet of God (37:7).   

Hezekiah’s sickness and healing                                          Text: Isaiah 38:1-9
Hezekiah was 25 years old when he became king and he reigned in Jerusalem for 29 years; that was until 686BC (1Kings 18:2). He did what was right in the eyes of the Lord, just like his ancestor King David. He removed the high places where the people worshipped at sacred pillars. The Lord was with Hezekiah and prospered him; but that did not mean the people stopped rebelling against the Lord. 

In the middle years of Hezekiah’s reign the king of Assyria invaded Judah and came to lay siege to Jerusalem. Hezekiah was shaken because he had no way to repel the Assyrians. In distress he went to the house of the Lord. He sent a message to Isaiah the prophet asking him to pray. Eventually Hezekiah prayed himself, and the Lord assured him through the prophet that the enemy would not come into the city (37: 33, 34).

1. Sickness

‘In those days Hezekiah was sick and near death’ (38:1). ‘Those days’ is not specific but it does indicate a time around the Assyrian siege. Since Hezekiah was given fifteen more years to live and he died in 686BC his sickness would have been around 701BC which was the time of the siege. Some scholars think his sickness was a bit earlier than this.

Hezekiah had a boil that must have got infected, and he was about to die. In fact Isaiah the prophet went to tell him to put his house in order because he was going to die (38:1). Hezekiah was devastated. He was not yet 40 years old. He was in the prime of life, as he later said (38:10). He was not ready to die, although presumably men did die from such a sickness in those days. 

Apart from being in the prime of life, Hezekiah probably had no successor at this time. Manasseh his son was only 12 when he began to reign. ‘If this is so Hezekiah is doubtless worried concerning the continuation of the Davidic line of kings’. In addition to a personal fear that we all understand, there may have been this concern for the continuation of the David line which as we know lead to Jesus Christ, the Son of God.

2. Sorrow

Hezekiah was sick but the news that he was about to die came as a great shock. He could not accept what he heard. In deep sorrow he turned away from Isaiah towards the wall and prayed to the Lord (38:1). Hezekiah was a good king. He was a wise man. He knew what to do in times of trouble, be it trouble for the people of God or personal trouble. He turned to the Lord in prayer. Apart from the chronology, this chapter is linked to the previous chapter by this detail of Hezekiah praying to the Lord.  

The previous prayer asking the Lord to save the city from the hands of Sennacherib (37:20) was not long, but his prayer on this occasion was very brief and succinct. It was accompanied by bitter weeping (38:3). If the previous prayer was prayed in earnest, this prayer was one that came from even greater depths in the heart of this man. Earnest prayers are often the shortest prayers. Jesus told a parable about the prayers of a tax collector and a Pharisee. ‘God, be merciful to me a sinner!’ was all the tax collector said (Luke 18:13). Sometimes we do not know what to pray but simply cry out to the Lord for mercy. The Holy Spirit helps us in our prayer (Rom 8:26).

Hezekiah did not exactly ask for mercy, but as Harman writes, “the appeal to ‘remember’ is virtually synonymous with a request for divine mercy”. Hezekiah asked the Lord to remember ‘how I have walked before you in faithfulness and with a loyal/whole heart, and done what is good in your sight’ (38:3). 

This was not a prayer based on personal merit; far less an accusation of divine injustice. We often hear prayers like that, but this was not the nature of Hezekiah’s prayer. He was examining his life as we do when we pray. ‘Search me, O God, and know my heart; try me and know my anxieties’ (Psalm 139:23). What Hezekiah said was true. He was not claiming to be perfect. He may have been asking ‘why?’ He certainly was not ready to die. He was not saying with the apostle Paul, ‘for me to live is Christ and to die is gain’ (Phil 1:21). But Paul also said, ‘to remain in the flesh is more needful for you’ (Phil 1:24). Hezekiah may have feared for the house of David if he died at this time.

The Lord heard Hezekiah's prayer and gave his answer though Isaiah. Isaiah had not even left the building when the word of the Lord came to him (2Kings 20:4). ‘There are few instances on record where prayer was heard so promptly, and the relief provided so decisively’ wrote Leupold. Isaiah returned to tell Hezekiah the answer from the Lord. 'I have heard your prayer, I have seen your tears; Behold, I will add fifteen years to your life’ (38:5). Why fifteen years we are not told, but in this time Hezekiah had a son who would succeed him- albeit one of the most wicked kings in the history of Israel. The Lord’s answer to Hezekiah’s prayer included a reminder that he would deliver Hezekiah and the city from the Assyrians (38:6). From this we know that this sickness was during or before the siege, as we have already mentioned. 

The prophet went to Hezekiah with a word from the Lord telling him he was about to die. A short time later he went back with a word from the Lord telling him he would live for another fifteen years. Isaiah saw no problem with the Lord changing his mind, so why should we? The Lord is omniscient, knowing the end from the beginning. The Lord is sovereign and has ‘foreordained whatsoever comes to pass’.  He has ‘determined their (all men) pre-appointed times and the boundaries of their dwelling’ (Acts 17:26). But this does not stop us from praying that the Lord will change his mind. If the king is wicked we can ask the Lord to remove him. 

The Lord was angry with his people when they made the golden calf and said he would destroy them. But Moses pleaded with the Lord and ‘the Lord relented from the harm which he said he would do to his people’ (Exod 32:14). Hezekiah did not exactly pray that the Lord would change his mind but his prayer was to this effect. ‘Hezekiah's petition and God's response demonstrate that divine sovereignty does not make prayer inappropriate, but on the contrary establishes it’. Hezekiah prayed to God because with God all things are possible. He believed God was sovereign and all powerful. He believed in miracles and he saw a miracle, a miracle of healing.  

3. Sign

‘And this is the sign to you from the Lord’ (38:8). The Lord would demonstrate his sovereign power to Hezekiah before he actually healed him so he would know that it was the Lord who healed him. The Lord would not have been pleased if Hezekiah got well and praised other gods or the medical people that helped him.

A Hindu lady took her sick baby to a local doctor or ‘quack’ but he got worse. He was at deaths door when she came to us. We prayed with her in the name of Jesus before rushing her and the baby to the city hospital. When the baby lived the mother knew who had healed her baby. She went home and threw all her idols out of the house and has worshipped only Jesus since that day. 

Hezekiah might have thanked those who nursed him, but he would know that it was the Lord who healed him. Why? Because the Lord had spoken to him through the prophet, and the Lord gave him a sign. We might adapt the words of the apostle Paul and say, it is the doctors who ‘plant’ and the nurses who ‘water’; but God who heals. It is God who gives to all, life and breath (Acts 17:25) and who heals all our wounds and diseases (Psalm 103:3). 

What was the sign the Lord gave? In 2Kings we read that Hezekiah asked for a ‘sign that you will heal me and that I will go up to the house of the Lord on the third day (2Kings 20:8). When the Lord spoke to King Ahaz offering him a sign he was too proud choose (Isa 7). Maybe the reference to the sundial of Ahaz was a reminder of Ahaz and his refusal to ask for a sign. 

Hezekiah was asked by Isaiah if the shadow should go forward or back. Hezekiah answered, ‘Let it go back ten degrees’ (2Kings 20:9) and that is exactly what happened. ‘The sun returned ten degrees on the dial by which it had gone down’ (38:8). Hezekiah saw this as a sign from the Lord. It was like the time with Joshua when the Lord stopped the sun from going down for a day (Joshua 10:13), except for Hezekiah he made the sun go back for a short while. He is a brave man, indeed a foolish man, who tries to give a natural explanation for this supernatural phenomenon. We reject suggestions that a refraction of light was all that was involved. The God who put the sun in the sky can intervene in its motion if he so chooses. The laws of nature are established by God are they not? 

On the basis of this sign Hezekiah penned a Psalm of thanksgiving.  Even by the end of this chapter he is still not healed. Isaiah had said, ‘Let them take a lump of figs, and apply it as a poultice on the boil, and he will recover’ (38:21). ‘There is some evidence from the Ancient Near East that such poultices were used on humans and animals’ according to Harman. But again we note, as Harman does, Hezekiah’s healing was because of the Lord’s hand of mercy even if ‘natural’ means were used. 

Jesus sometimes used natural means such as putting clay on a man's eyes and telling him to wash in the pool; but this did not detract from the supernatural basis of the healing. That particular man told everyone what Jesus had done but no one, not even the Pharisees, attributed the healing to the clay or the saliva used to make the clay. We can imagine some in our generation studying the properties of the clay to see what it was that healed the man's eyes!  

The enemies of Christ had no explanation for the miraculous healing, but the healed man did. He said, ‘if the man (Jesus) were not from God he could do nothing’ (John 9:32). Modern man has many questions he cannot answer but he is too proud to see and listen to what God is doing and saying. As men and women of faith let us see beyond the seen to the unseen. Let us remember the living God hears and answers our prayers beyond what we can ask or think (Eph 3:20). 

Psalm of thanksgiving                                                       Text: Isaiah 38:9-22
King Hezekiah got sick and the Lord told him he was going to die. He wept bitterly and cried out to the Lord. His prayer was brief but in this psalm Hezekiah shares how he felt at that time, and then after the prophet told him he would live for another fifteen years. ‘This is the writing of Hezekiah king of Judah’ (38:9). Some translate ‘a psalm of Hezekiah’. Although the Hebrew word is not exactly the same as that used in the titles of many psalms of David, the format of this ‘writing’ is the same as many psalms (eg Ps 85). Hezekiah loved the book of Psalms (2Chron 29:30).

This psalm was written ‘when he had been sick and had recovered from his sickness' (38:9). In the context Hezekiah had not yet recovered (38:21). He had been told he would recover and had been given an amazing sign that he would. On the basis of this it seems he penned this psalm. This is what we find in the book of Psalms. We often see David praising God even before he had been delivered from his trouble. When we pray and when we praise the Lord we recall his grace and goodness; we remember his promises and his power to fulfil his promises. This psalm is typical of others in that it begins with a complaint being poured out to the Lord. It moves on to some understanding of God’s sovereign purposes in one’s life, his chastisement and restoration. The brief conclusion refers to communal praise. 

1. Complaint

The prospect of not recovering from his sickness leads Hezekiah to weep bitterly. He thought deeply about his life and what it meant to die. Had he done this before? Probably not! Have you? Life as King must have been very busy. As Hezekiah made many reforms prosperity came to the nation. Then trouble came with the Assyrian army. Hezekiah was busy making treaties and alliances to keep from being crushed by the enemy. He also had the people crying out to him at this terrible time. Hezekiah eventually went to the house of the Lord and prayed; ‘In the prime of my life I shall go to the gates of Sheol’ (38:10). Sheol is the place of the dead; some translate as ‘the grave’. Later in the psalm Sheol is referred to as ‘the pit’ (38:18). 

We must not assume that Hezekiah or others in the OT did not know about the resurrection and the judgment. Job, like Hezekiah, was at the gates of Sheol and he spoke about seeing God after death (Job 19:25-23). Abraham believed God could raise Isaac from the dead; he also looked forward to the heavenly city of God.  It is true that Jesus in his teaching and in his resurrection shone more light onto what happens after death (2Tim 1:10).

‘I shall not see Yah’ (38:11). In the psalms an abbreviated form of Yahweh is sometimes used.  In the next line we read, ‘the Lord’, which is the translation of Yahweh. Hezekiah reflects on the fact that he will no longer see the Lord in the land of the living; nor will he see men in this world. From our NT perspective we might say that we will see the Lord and his glory after we die. We will see Jesus Christ in his risen glory (1John 3:2) and see the elect of God, those who have been washed from their sin in the precious blood of Christ.

Hezekiah realises how brief life on earth is and that he is not in control of his life. Life can be taken at any moment. He likens life to the flimsy tent of a shepherd which is flattened by a gust of wind. He likens life to a cloth which a weaver spends weeks or months carefully weaving on the loom before it is cut off, rolled up and it is gone. ‘From day until night you make an end of me’ (38:12,13). Was this a proverb or did Hezekiah simply repeat his own words? As quickly as night closes in and darkness comes at the end of the day, so his life was coming to an end. This proverb may have included the idea that man is just as powerless to stop the coming of death as he is to stop the coming of the night. 

In words reminiscent of David, Hezekiah speaks of God breaking all his bones (cf. Psalm 6:2, 32:3). He spent the night waiting for morning light. It was a troubled night such that he felt the Lord was like a lion crushing his bones. He felt he was in a corner like a chattering or whimpering bird, moaning like a dove (38:14). 

The final cry of Hezekiah in this complaint to the Lord is, ‘O Lord, I am oppressed. Be my pledge of safety’ (38:14 ESV). Who else could he go to for help? Who else could he cry out to for mercy?  ‘O Lord’ he cries out. Hezekiah cries out to the Lord for the Lord alone can help him. He calls to the Lord to stand beside him in this hour of great distress. 

Have you ever been in distress like Hezekiah? Have you ever come to the point of crying out to the Lord after all your own efforts have failed? Have you ever prayed, ‘Lord, I am so weak that I can do nothing! No one but you, O Lord, can save me’. Such a prayer in one in which the Holy Spirit helps us to pray. The Holy Spirit is called the ‘paraclete’, the one who comes to stand beside us. He is sent by Jesus to dwell in our hearts when we believe (John 14:16). You have God the helper in your heart if you believe. Do you sometimes forget this? May the Lord strengthen our hearts as we remember the ‘paraclete’ who has come alongside to help us and comfort us in our time of need.

2. Chastisement

In his sickness and impending death Hezekiah complained to the Lord. As he did so he realised that, even as he cried out to the Lord to undertake for him (38:14), it was the Lord who was afflicting him. God ‘has both spoken to me, and he himself has done it (38:15). He was being chastised or disciplined by the Lord.  It was for his good that he was brought low and into bitterness of soul (38:17). The Psalmist says in Psalm 119:71, ‘it was good that I was afflicted that I might learn your statutes’.  Hezekiah’s sickness undoubtedly brought him closer to the Lord. We see this with this psalm of thanksgiving. 

The tone of the psalm changes completely in this second section because Hezekiah comes to this understanding about his sickness. He said, ‘I will walk carefully or humbly all my years because of this bitterness of my soul’ (38:15). He would not forget this day when in deep distress he cried out to the Lord and the Lord heard his cry and saved him. 

‘By such things men live; and in all these things is the life of my spirit’ (38:16). This verse is not easy to translate or understand but basically it is saying we learn from our experiences, experiences that bring us to our knees before the Lord. The Lord disciplines those who he loves. Discipline is not pleasant but it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it (Heb 12:6, 11). It would appear that Hezekiah had been trained by, or learnt from his sickness- although during his added years he sinned against the Lord (Chapter 39). He was a slow learner, as most of us are. Does the Lord have to keep on chastening you because in some area of your life you refuse to learn your lesson?

The psalm is one of thanksgiving in which Hezekiah could finally say to the Lord, ‘You have delivered my soul from the pit of corruption. You have cast all my sins behind your back’ (38:17). For the first time we see Hezekiah confessing his sin. He does so believing that the Lord has forgiven him. The Lord has cast all his sins behind his back. Again we think of the book of Psalms; ‘As far as the east if from the west so far has he removed our transgressions from us’ (Psalm 103:12). That is a long, long way! When the Lord casts our sins – all our sins- behind his back, he does not see them anymore. When the Lord looks on us he no longer sees our sins because he had put them behind him.

How can the Lord do this? Do our sins not matter to him? Be sure that your sins separate you from God. But God sent his only begotten Son to close this gap and bring us back to himself. He did this through the sacrifice of his Son Jesus Christ. Jesus took our sins upon himself when he died on the cross. Jesus suffered the wrath of God that was upon us because of our sin. Hezekiah knew God was gracious and loving (Exod 34:6). We know God’s grace and love as revealed in Jesus Christ our Lord. 

What shall I say? God had spoken. God will restore Hezekiah and make him to live (38:16). Hezekiah had come a long way. He was no longer praying, ‘Lord, I have walked before you in truth… and done what is good’ (38:3).  In a sense he was silenced. He came to realise that he should praise the Lord rather than complain. ‘Death cannot praise you’ (38:18). ‘The living, the living man, he shall praise/thank you’ (38:19). Hezekiah would praise the Lord and tell his children the great truths he had learned in his affliction. 

If the Lord has saved you from some trouble do you remember? Do you praise the Lord for helping you? Do you praise him in your family and before your children? Your greatest trouble was sin was it not? If the Lord has saved you from sin and death are you still praising him for his wonderful grace in casting your sin behind his back? 

3. Communal praise 

After David committed adultery he cried out to the Lord for mercy and for forgiveness. He prayed to be restored as the Lord’s servant. He went on to pray, ‘O Lord, open my lips and my mouth shall show forth your praise (Psalm 51:15). Hezekiah said he would sing songs of praise in the house of the Lord as long as he lived (38:20). He would not fail to be in the Lord’s house whenever it was open. He would not fail to sing praises to the Lord, together with the rest of God’s people. 

Why do you come to worship each Lord’s Day?  Why do you sing praises to the Lord? Is it because you are a good singer and want others to know this?  We do not have people out the front singing solo. Why? Because we come to thank the Lord for who he is and what he has done for us. By singing praises to the Lord you are being his witness. You are blessing the Lord and his holy name. You are blessing those who see and hear you singing, and you are being blessed yourself. Hezekiah promised to sing praises to the Lord in the house of the Lord all his days. Have you? 
Ambassadors from Babylon                                                         Text: Isaiah 39
How would you feel if the doctor told you had only one year to live? Would your whole way of life change? Some people suddenly decide to enjoy life and see the world. Others refocus on their family. Some actually think about death and what it means, particularly as the end of their time approaches. Of course medical professionals cannot tell you exactly when you will die. Some people recover from their ‘terminal’ illness to live many more years.

Is there anyone in history who was told as definitely as Hezekiah was just how many more years they would live on this earth? Hezekiah was told by Isaiah the prophet that he would not die for another fifteen years. What would he do in these additional years granted to him by the Lord? He indicated that he had learnt from his sickness and that he would sing praises in the house of the Lord all his days (38:17, 20).  

This chapter tells us just one incident early in those years. It is the last thing recorded in the life of this king of Judah. He was a good king who reformed worship; and the Lord prospered him and the nation he ruled. We read that ‘he held fast to the Lord and did not depart from following him’ (2Kings 18:6). He trusted in the Lord, but was tempted into making alliances with other nations when threatened (30:2, 31:1). Pride led him to sin more than once (2Chron 32:26).

1. Delegation

At that time the king of Babylon sent letters and a present to Hezekiah (39:1). ‘That time’ was after he had recovered from his sickness, and it would seem before he stripped the silver and gold from the temple to pay tribute to the king of Assyria (2Kings 18:16). Babylon was a long way from Jerusalem and although kings often sent good wishes to other kings in those days it was usually with strings attached. 

Has anything changed? We often hear of presidents and prime ministers having private talks when they attend funerals or wedding for foreign leaders. Moreover, in some cultures, and sections of our society, gifts are given with the expectation of something in return. This is sad but true. 

Men from the east made the long journey to Jerusalem not only because Hezekiah was sick and had recovered, but because they had heard of the ‘wonder that was done in the land’ (2Chron 32:31). Babylonians were great astronomers. They may have observed the sun going back ten degrees on their sundials. If so, they would have marveled. They might have thought King Hezekiah had some influence over the gods. If so he was a king they wanted as an ally. 

The Babylonians were enemies of Assyria at this time, just like Judah. ‘They were prepared to pay for a western ally’ writes Harman, but we are not told this directly. What we are told is that Babylon would come and ransack Jerusalem (39:6). The Lord knew, and indeed predetermined, that Babylon would become the dominant world power within a hundred years.  

‘Hezekiah was pleased with them and showed them the house of his treasures’ (39:2). He was overjoyed that the king, the pagan king of this distant country, had thought to wish him well. He was flattered that he sent him a gift. He felt very important and wanted to impress his well-wishers. Hezekiah did not stop to consider their ulterior motives. He did not seek the will of God in this matter. He did not stop to think that the Lord might be testing him to know what was in his heart (2Chron 32:31). 

Was Hezekiah still walking humbly before the Lord, remembering that the Lord had graciously added fifteen years to his life- and also saved him from the Assyrians? Or had his heart become proud? How slow we are to change our proud ways. How fickle we are because of our proud hearts. How vulnerable we are to the wiles or schemes of the devil and his agents. Flattery is one of his most effective weapons.

Hezekiah was distraught when the Assyrian commander mocked him in front of the people. He was embarrassed that he could not meet the wager of putting 2000 men on their horses (36:8). What did the people think of their king when he could not answer the Assyrians? What a change it was to have foreign dignitaries coming to wish him well. The people must have been impressed with their king. 

Many people live in fear of what others are saying or thinking about them. When someone praises them they are on a high, but when they are criticised they sink to the depths. From what I hear, some people’s lives are controlled by what is posted about them on ‘Facebook’. The desire to be popular and praised by everyone can be overwhelming. Have you ever wondered how famous people feel when they retire from politics or sports?  See how quickly they want to return to the spotlight. Those who, like Jesus, know where they have come from and where they are going (John 13:3); those who like Jesus want to please their heavenly Father above all else, will not be so vulnerable to mocking or flattery.

Hezekiah was flattered. Without thinking or asking the Lord what to do, he took these ambassadors from Babylon to see all his treasures- ‘silver and gold, spices and precious ointments and his entire armoury’ (39:2). What was wrong with this you ask? As we have just said, he failed to ask the Lord. He did this out of pride. He was showing off the things the Lord had blessed him with, without acknowledging the Lord it would seem. Moses warned the people against forgetting the Lord when he gave them ‘houses full of all good things’ in the Promised Land (Deut 6:11). God is not pleased when those whom he blesses turn around and say, ‘we did it ourselves’.

2. Discovered

‘Then Isaiah the prophet went to King Hezekiah’ (39:3). The Lord was not pleased with Hezekiah’s boasting before the Babylonians. He sent his prophet to tell the king the consequences of his sin. Isaiah had been called to do the same thing with King Ahaz. He went to Ahaz to tell him, ‘the Lord will bring the king of Assyria upon you and your people’ (7:17). He told Hezekiah that the king of Babylon would carry away all the treasures in Jerusalem, and his own sons also (39:6, 7).

‘What did these men say, and from where did they come to you’ asked Isaiah (39:3). Hezekiah did not answer the first question but told Isaiah the truth about where they came from. He was then asked what they had seen (39:4). The Lord knew everything but Isaiah was cross examining Hezekiah and getting him to confess what he had said and done. Hezekiah answered honestly; at least he knew better than lie to the Lord. Was he still feeling proud? He seems to be somewhat humbled as he answers the prophet. Maybe he was beginning to see his folly. 

It was very foolish to show another king all ones treasures and weapons. The king that was a friend one day could well be foe the next. What a great advantage this information would be for the enemy. If he wanted a tribute he would know how much money you had. If he was coming to fight he would know what weapons you had. Besides, the things in the temple were holy; they were dedicated to the Lord for the purpose of worship. They were not the treasures of the king or the people. They belonged to the Lord.

3. Doom

Isaiah said to Hezekiah, ‘Hear the word of the Lord of hosts’ (39:5). By way of divine judgment Hezekiah was told that all the things he had shown to the Babylonians would one day be carried off by the Babylonians. It would be a case of the punishment fitting the crime. Hezekiah had boasted of all his treasures so the Lord would take away all his treasures. ‘Nothing shall be left’ says the Lord (39:6). 

Not only would his treasures be taken, but his sons also; ‘sons who will descend from you, whom you will beget’ (39:7). Hezekiah probably had no sons at this time. Here was a promise that he would have descendants but that some of them would be taken to Babylon and be made ‘eunuchs in the palace of the king of Babylon’ (39:7). The name of Daniel springs to mind in this context (Dan 1:1-3). 

What could Hezekiah say to this declaration of divine judgment? He may have been surprised by the words of Isaiah. His sin is not specified here but in his heart he knew that he had again failed to trust the Lord and follow him. In Chronicles it is written that his sin was pride, the most deadly yet most common of sins (2Chron 32:26). 

‘How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God’ said Jesus, after a certain ruler could not find it in his heart to sell his treasures and follow Jesus. How hard it is for kings and people of power to follow Jesus - not impossible, but the temptation to trust in riches is great. ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven’ (Mat 5:3). Riches and fame are not conducive to following Jesus. In order to follow Jesus we must be humble in heart. Yet we see many young people aspiring to be rich and famous. Do they know the spiritual dangers of riches and fame? In fact, if your heart is set upon such things then you are just like Hezekiah. You are guilty of pride.

What could Hezekiah say? ‘The word of the Lord you have spoken is good’ (39:8). Other kings would have rejected the prophet’s message and even attacked the servant of God. But Hezekiah accepted the word of the Lord with humility (2Chron 32:26). ‘At least there will be peace and truth in my days’ (39:8). This sounds a bit selfish, but not really. Hezekiah had already been given fifteen more years to live. Now he was in effect given fifteen more years to rule. Jerusalem would one day be sacked by the Babylonians, not just because of Hezekiah’s sin but because of the terrible sins of his sons. 

Hezekiah was thankful for the Lord’s mercy. Had he finally learnt to walk humbly with his God (Micah 6:8)?  We are not told any more of the life of Hezekiah. But what we can do is examine our own hearts asking, ‘am I walking humbly with my God?’ 
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