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Today I’d like to take you on a journey to a very special place. If you 
will come, I promise you will never be the same.

I have a passion for travel. If I could write my own airline ticket, I 
would go to the Swiss Alps. The majesty of those snow-capped peaks 
seems to draw me closer to God. This love of travel took root in my 
heart about twenty years ago when I studied in Florence, Italy, for a 
time. With three-day weekends every week, we had many opportuni-
ties to travel about Europe. On my first weekend there, several of my 
fellow-students suggested we visit Rome. I reminded them that we 
were just a few hours away from the Swiss Alps, but no one bought 
my idea. So on Friday night I took a train, alone, from Florence, and 
arrived at Zermatt, Switzerland, at the foot of the Matterhorn, the 
following morning. I skied on a treeless glacier for two days, with the 
majestic Matterhorn as a backdrop. The woman who owned the pen-
sion where I stayed told me that her late husband had been a guide 
for the Matterhorn, and suggested I return during climbing season in 
the summer to scale the mountain. I thought about her words later 
that year, and decided that I would go back to Zermatt the following 
summer to climb the Matterhorn.

On July 9th, 1970, I returned to the pension around 3 o’clock in 
the afternoon and announced to her, “Here I am!” She replied, “Oh, 
we have no time to spare. We must go right now!” We rented my 
climbing equipment, and before I knew it I found myself alone on a 
chair lift, heading up the first stage of the mountain. A breathtaking 
view of the Matterhorn lay before me. Then my eye caught a glimpse 
of a graveyard below where the bodies of those whom the mountain 
had conquered lie buried. My excitement quickly changed to fear. I 
later learned that in the week following my climb, four others would 
be added to that list.

When I got off the chair lift, there was still a three-hour hike to the 
base hut where I would spend the night. This was at 12,000 feet, and 
already I was feeling altitude sickness. I managed to hide my queasy 
stomach symptoms as I met the other climbers. Our guide told us 
we were fortunate to be climbing on what they expected would be a 
cloudless day. This was a rare window of opportunity, the first in 88 
days, to climb the mountain on a clear day. One of the other climbers, 
who came from Riverside here in California, told me he had been in 
training for the climb, and had scaled several peaks in the days just 
before our climb. I must have looked a bit concerned, because the 
guide told me there was a halfway hut where I could stay if I decided 
I couldn’t go on. My initial excitement began to turn to fear. As I lay 
down to sleep, already exhausted and expecting a 3 a.m. call to climb 
the Matterhorn, I began to wonder if I was acting presumptuously.

The Scriptures tell us that God lives in a heavenly temple on a 
cloud-covered mountain. Many have acted presumptuously and tried 
ascend the mountain only to perish when they came face-to-face with 
the weight of God’s unbearable holiness. But occasionally, God in his 
grace opens a small window of opportunity so that an individual may 
ascend that mountain and stand in his presence. Every prophet in the 
history of Israel had that opportunity. That is why these men were so 
different from others. They had seen God in his majesty and glory, 

and the experience so changed their hearts that their speech was filled 
with luminosity and power to bring forth the kingdom of God in the 
hearts of men. Having taken the journey, ascended the mountain, and 
seen the living God, they were irrevocably changed.

Did you know that the experience of the prophets of old is to be 
the experience of every saint? The book of Acts says that with the gift 
of the Spirit poured out on the day of Pentecost, all Christians in some 
sense are prophets (Acts 2:17). Will you ascend the mountain with me? 
Today, more than ever, we need prophets, men and women who have 
seen God and who speak and act differently. We need them in our 
church, our neighborhoods, our workplace, our nation.

When we undertake this journey, we will find that it has four stag-
es. Our text, Isaiah 6:1-8, begins by giving the context and the date of 
the prophet’s vision:

In the year of King Uzziah’s death, I saw the Lord… (NASB)

Judah had known no king like Uzziah since the time of Solomon. 
He became king at the age of 16, and reigned for 52 years (792-740 BC) 
Unlike the wicked kings in the north, Uzziah, according to 2 Chroni-
cles 26:4-5, “did right in the sight of the Lord according to all that his 
father Amaziah had done. And he continued to seek God in the days 
of Zechariah, who had understanding through the vision of God; as 
long as he sought the Lord, God prospered him.” Uzziah’s kingdom 
prospered in two ways. Politically, Judah saw great expansion during 
this man’s reign. He had an elite army of over 300,000 troops, com-
manded by 2,600 military officers. His army was equipped with the 
best technology and was highly mobile. Again, Chronicles tells us, 
“Moreover, Uzziah prepared for all the army shields, spears, helmets, 
body armor, bows and sling stones. And in Jerusalem he made engines 
of war [like our missile sites] invented by skillful men to be on the 
towers and on the corners, for the purpose of shooting arrows and 
great stones” (2 Chr 26:14-15).

Whenever Uzziah fought, Scripture says, “God helped him.” In the 
west, he conquered the Philistine cities, broke down their chief de-
fenses and built up his own cities in the conquered areas. To the east, 
Ammon came under his control and paid him tribute. To the south, 
he conquered the Edomites. His greatest achievement, perhaps, was 
the rebuilding of the city of Elath. With political expansion came eco-
nomic prosperity. In the Negev, he built forts to secure the water sup-
ply. He brought Arabian trade by the sea coast, secured the mineral 
wealth of the Rift Valley, and developed agriculture in the Judean hills. 
Jerusalem was heavily fortified and enjoyed a great period of peace. 
Second Chronicles says of King Uzziah, “Hence his fame spread afar, 
for he was marvelously helped…until he was strong” (26:15).

Until… When Uzziah became strong, then he became proud: “But 
when he became strong, his heart was so lifted up that he acted cor-
ruptly, and he was unfaithful to the Lord his God, for he entered the 
temple of the Lord to burn incense on the altar of incense” (2 Chr 
26:16). Puffed up in his pride and arrogance, Uzziah thought he could 
enter into the presence of God and take God’s holy fire unto himself. 
He was challenged by the priest Azariah and eighty others for dishon-
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oring the Lord. Uzziah became angry in the midst of his worship, says 
Chronicles. Here is what happened next: “Uzziah, with a censer in his 
hand for burning incense, was enraged; and while he was enraged with 
the priests, the leprosy broke out on his forehead…And King Uzziah 
was a leper to the day of his death; and he lived in a separate house, 
being a leper, for he was cut off from the house of the Lord” (2 Chr 
26:19-21). Leprosy was the only legacy left by the great King Uzziah. 
He had acted presumptuously by daring to presume on the holiness 
of God. His son Jotham learned by his father’s example. Scripture says 
of him, “He did not enter into the house of the Lord.” Jotham in turn 
was succeeded by his wicked son Ahaz. It was the end of an age. Gone 
was the era of prosperity and peace. A time of war and ruin followed. 
Israel went to war with Syria, and later, Assyria attacked the kingdom 
and almost brought about the annihilation of Israel as a nation.

There we have the context of the vision of Isaiah. When our dreams 
fall apart, when all human hope fades, that is when we get a vision 
of heaven. “In the year of King Uzziah’s death…mine eyes have seen 
THE King!” says Isaiah. In the midst of despair we are especially ripe 
for a revelation from heaven.

Let us look then at the vision which Isaiah had.

I. Consumed by the glory of God (6:1-4)
A. A vision of the glory of God (6:1b)

The prophet says,
I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, lofty and exalted, with the 
train of His robe filling the temple.

Where is Isaiah? He is not where King Uzziah was, which was in 
the earthly temple. Isaiah is transported to the heavenly mountain, 
into the heavenly temple. He is probably standing outside the Holy 
Place, and the veil shielding the Holy of Holies is parted, thus permit-
ting him to see, not the Ark, which was a symbol of God’s throne, but 
a real throne upon which is seated the Holy God. Isaiah is as close to 
God as a man can get, a place filled with the raw edge of terror where 
humanity dare not tread.

And what does he see? If you were to have a vision of God today, 
what do you think you would see? Isaiah sees two things. First, God’s 
sovereignty. God is seated high, lofty and exalted. While earth’s throne 
is vacated, with tumult and despair on every hand, the immortal one 
is seated, undisturbed and untouched by earth’s changes. Then Isaiah 
sees God’s glory. The train of God’s robe fills the temple. There is no 
room here for man’s glory. No one dares wear a Super Bowl ring, no 
one displays his honors in the temple of God. “The train of his robe 
suffocates every human pretension” (Bruce Waltke).

When we reached the summit of the Matterhorn at eight o’clock in 
the morning, we were greeted with a 360-degree view of the majestic 
Alps. Below lay the foothills and valleys of Switzerland. Every human 
care we had down at the foot of the mountain quickly faded; such 
earthly concerns cannot make their way up to the summit. Every-
thing was quiet and still. Southward lay the great glacier, with all of its 
massive weight and glory pushing its way down the valley. The point 
is, the glacier was making its presence, its weight, its glory, known 
down in the valley below. Isn’t that the vision of God that we need 
today? We may be at war soon in the Middle East. Closer to home, 
the University of California has suffered two terrible tragedies, death 
through fire and gunshot, in the past few weeks. Closer still to home, 
your business may be failing, your marriage may be falling apart. You 
might have had a week like I just had, where anxiety and a sense of in-
adequacy almost paralyzed me. That is when we need to see the Lord, 
seated in his temple, undisturbed and untouched by the turbulent 
circumstances of earth.

Next, Isaiah has a vision of the glory of the Lord’s servants, the 
seraphim.
B. A vision of the glory of his servants (6:2-4)

Seraphim stood above Him, each having six wings; with two he 
covered his face, and with two he covered his feet, and with two 
he flew. And one called out to another and said, “Holy, Holy, 
Holy, is the Lord of hosts, The whole earth is full of His glory.” 
And the foundations of the thresholds trembled at the voice of 
him who called out, while the temple was filling with smoke.

The seraphim represent the first incarnation of life next to the 
throne of God. Their six wings represent the number of man, and I 
think they depict the righteous character we are to display when we 
are in right relationship to God. We can see this in the very essence of 
these beings. The word seraphim means “fiery” (see Exod 3:1-6; 13:21; 
19:18; Lev 10:1-2; Num 11:1-2; 1 Kgs 18:24). There is a burning holiness 
about them that purifies and consumes everything that is impure. Fire 
translates mass into energy; these beings possess a burning holiness 
for God.

Second, we see that their character is one of humility. First, toward 
God: “with two [wings] he covered his face.” Just as the human eye has 
respect for the sun, and dares not look at it, the seraphim dare not look 
upon the glory of God. And second, toward themselves: “with two he 
covered his feet.” The seraphim demonstrated a conscious humility, a 
modesty toward their own creatureliness. Our culture is dominated by 
sports. We are taught to gloat in victory—to spike the ball, to taunt 
the opposition. At the YMCA where I exercise, the whole place is 
covered with wall to wall mirrors to help us gloat in our creatureliness 
(some of us, at least). But not so the seraphim. They demonstrate a 
conscious humility.

Next, we see that the function of the seraphim is to serve and to 
praise God. They are all wings and voice, perfectly ready to praise and 
to serve. “With two [wings] he flew”: these beings are ready in an 
instant to obey the divine will of God. They are always and instantly 
available. And with their voice they praise God in an antiphonal cho-
rus of praise. “Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord of hosts, The whole earth 
is full of His glory.”

“Lord of Hosts” refers to the commander of all the armies of na-
ture, of angels and nations. The fact that they repeat the word “holy” 
three times suggests the strongest superlative in Hebrew. God alone is 
holy. Do not give the title to anyone else. This chorus so moved Isaiah 
that 26 times in his prophecy he uses the title for God, “The Holy 
One of Israel.” “Holiness” in Hebrew thought always refers to ethics. 
It is not referring to ritual purity, but to ethical behavior. To oppress 
the helpless was to profane God’s holy name (Jer 34:16); likewise, to 
make use of a prostitute profaned the name of God. God is very dif-
ferent and distinct from us, not only in essence but in character. He is 
unique, set apart. “Awesome” is a descriptive word which we hear used 
a lot today, but we should never use that word to describe anyone or 
anything but God. He alone is holy, he alone is awesome.

So the seraphim glory in God’s transcendence.
They also glory in his immanence: “The whole earth is full of His 

glory.” Not only is the whole temple filled with God’s glory, the sera-
phim have the eye of faith to see that his glory is in the whole earth. 
Right at that point in history there was political chaos and human 
disillusionment in Israel. War was about to break out, idolatry was 
rampant in the land, yet the seraphim sang, “The whole earth is full of 
His glory.” And as they sang these words back and forth, “the founda-
tions of the thresholds trembled at the voice of him who called out, 
while the temple was filling with smoke.”

	 Isaiah 6:1-8
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If their antiphonal chorus shook the foundations of the heavenly 
temple, what shall it do when it comes to earth?

This is how we are to be in our humanity. We are to be a humble 
people, ready to serve the living God, spreading his power by prais-
ing him in our speech and song. This is the way we are to lay hold of 
God’s power.

We had an example of this in our church this past summer. Earlier 
this year, the Lord put it upon the hearts of two of our members, Earle 
and Jolyn Canty, to adopt a child from one of the many orphanages 
in Romania. They decided to go to that country by faith to see if they 
could rescue one child. Before he left, Earle told me he had never felt 
more inadequate. We prayed that the God who had parted the Red 
Sea would part the sea of administration, corruption and evil and give 
them success in Romania. Just before they left, they heard sung here 
in church the hymn, “Our God is an Awesome God, He reigns from 
heaven above.” This is the song that Earle sang to himself every time 
an obstacle came in his path while he was in Romania. And there were 
many obstacles—from riots in Bucharest, trying to find the mothers 
of the children, dealing with threats against the life of one mother, 
being hassled and finally delivered from a corrupt lawyer, AIDS test-
ing, fingerprinting, visas, FBI clearances, etc. The process usually takes 
two or three months, and thousands of dollars, but Earle and Jolyn 
returned with little Samuel Mihi after two weeks in Romania. God 
had parted the Red Sea and given them a son.

The first step in the birth of a prophet is to be consumed by the 
glory of God.

II. Broken by one’s own depravity (6:5)
A. The cry of despair

Having seen the sovereignty of God, his mighty rule over creation, 
the nations and the angels, having seen his transcendence and yet his 
immanence, Isaiah is suddenly and brutally made aware of himself.

Then I said, “Woe is me, for I am ruined!
Because I am a man of unclean lips,
And I live among a people of unclean lips;
For my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts.”

“Woe” was the word used by the prophets when they pronounced 
judgment to someone. This is not referring to some temporary set-
back. Isaiah is admitting that he is totally undone. This is the same 
reaction the apostle Peter had when he said to Jesus on one occasion, 
“Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord!” (Luke 5:8).
B. The depth of despair

The word “ruined” is a stronger Hebrew word than the word de-
scribing what happened to Uzziah, who was “cut off” from the house 
of the Lord, smitten with leprosy because of his presumptive arro-
gance. Isaiah’s words, “I am a man of unclean lips,” penetrate right to 
the heart. He was in utter despair, and the whole nation was in the 
same condition. There was nothing of eternal value inherent in them-
selves. All their self-righteousness had to be abandoned.

Despair is what confronts our modern existentialists when they fi-
nally come to terms with what they say is the meaninglessness of life. 
This is why many of them take their own lives. But Isaiah’s condition 
is sadder still. He sees that there is meaning, perfection, righteousness 
and holiness, but he has no part in it. That is a cause for even deeper 
despair. We are hearing this cry of despair all over this valley today. 
This is quite a change from the days when everyone seemed to be en-
joying the fast-paced, materialistic lifestyle of this area. We have bur-
ied our past, but, like toxic waste, parts of it are now beginning to seep 
to the surface. We have become enslaved to patterns that have gone 

on for years and years, and people are beginning to grieve as a result. 
Christians need to capitalize on this because it is biblical to grieve, as 
Isaiah did, over sin. Modern religions, of course, don’t teach this. The 
New Age movement says men and women are divine beings. But the 
Scripture teaches that only God dwells in ethical purity. When we are 
confronted with his burning holiness, we realize we have no part in 
him. If we were to see him, we too would cry out, with Isaiah, “Woe 
is me!”

This is how I have felt on several occasions in the past few years 
when I have come face to face with seraphim like one of our mis-
sionaries, Eli Fangidae, in Timor, Indonesia. This man has a burning 
passion for holiness that is simple and pure. Once when I stood next 
to the founder of the Christian group we visit in Romania, I felt the 
same emotion Isaiah felt. When I hear these people singing the hymns 
which this man wrote, I feel like dust on the scales. I return home to 
find that my identity now is that I am a parent of a teenager! I used 
to be a pastor to teenagers and their parents, and my advice to parents 
was, “Hang in there; you’ll survive all this.” But now I find myself 
becoming the stereotypical parent of a teenager—over-reacting, too 
harsh, critical, and negative. This is especially troubling to me after I 
have just had fellowship with these wonderful saints.

This is how Isaiah felt when he saw the Lord, the King of kings. 
There may be some here today who have never wept over their own 
sin, but you cannot be a prophet until you do so. The problem with 
the church in America is that many people are seeking to be prophets, 
but they are self-righteous. Though their criticism of the nation—that 
we are a people of unclean lips, and that we have abandoned what we 
once held to be absolutes—is on target, their combative, self-righteous 
spirit produces not ministry, but backlash.

Isaiah, on the other hand, had no place for such self-righteousness. 
His vision of the glory of God revealed to him insight into own de-
pravity. The chasm between God and man was too great to cross; no 
human endeavor can construct a means to make that journey. There 
is no hope for those who remain separated from God; they will be 
crushed into non-existence by his holiness.

But suddenly, God in his grace acts in behalf of Isaiah.

III. Cleansed by the Spirit of God (6:6-7)
Then one of the seraphim flew to me, with a burning coal in 
his hand which he had taken from the altar with tongs. And he 
touched my mouth with it and said, “Behold, this has touched 
your lips and your iniquity is taken away, and your sin is atoned 
for.”

A. God bridges the chasm

Isaiah is neither seeking nor expecting a pardon, but a seraphim 
flies to him, and he is touched by God. Instead of destroying him, 
leaving him in despair, God comes to him and changes him by his 
holy fire, that he might dwell where God is. God doesn’t reveal himself 
to us to destroy us, but to redeem us.
B. The Spirit of God brings cleansing

“This burning coal is the symbol both of the purification of blood 
and the fire of the Spirit that enabled Isaiah to speak with luminosity 
and explosiveness” (Bruce Waltke). Unlike Uzziah, who grasped God’s 
holy fire, bypassing the work of the priest, God sends a burning coal 
from his altar to cleanse Isaiah. Instead of destroying him as it did 
Uzziah, the fiery coal purifies him. The difference lay in how these 
men got to the mountaintop. Uzziah presumptuously sought to do 
this for himself, but Isaiah, seeing the holiness of God, immediately 
recognized his need for someone else to do this for him.

The Birth of a Prophet: A Holy Burning



In the same way the Holy Spirit takes the work of the altar of the 
cross (God’s holy fire) and imparts it to our lives. This is entirely a 
work of grace. God views this as atonement. It is covered, so he doesn’t 
see our sin, and we are able to stand in his presence. Our iniquity is 
taken away. Thus it is not merely forgiveness, but an entire change in 
our being that is in question here. Our internal life is changed so that 
God may dwell with us.

It is apparent in Scripture that what God did for Isaiah he intended 
to do for all of Israel. This was fulfilled at Pentecost, when following 
the cross and the resurrection, the Holy Spirit was poured out on all 
the disciples. Tongues as of fire appeared over their heads, moving the 
apostle Peter to quote the words of the prophet Joel, “My Spirit will 
be poured out upon all flesh, and you will all prophesy.” When we are 
born spiritually into this holy nation, the Holy Spirit takes the work 
that was done at the altar of God’s burning righteousness and touches 
our hearts, affecting our speech, making us all prophets. It is no acci-
dent that the Greek word for “saint” in the New Testament is derived 
from the same root as the word for “holiness.” A saint is not someone 
who is special, but rather one who has been touched, by grace, by the 
burning holiness of God, and is set apart unto ethical purity.

Living in the city as we do so saps our spiritual life that we some-
times wonder if we ever will experience heavenly sensations. We won-
der if the clouds will ever clear so that we can behold the mountain 
and have a sense of God’s burning holiness.

One man did. Richard Rolle, writing in 1343, described this experi-
ence as the “Fire of Love.” Here is what he wrote,

The time I first felt my heart begin to warm—I have been amazed 
more than I am able to say. I felt it truly, not simply in my imagi-
nation, but just as though my heart was burning with a physical 
fire. I marvelled, you may be sure, at how this burning in my soul 
leapt up, and at its unanticipated comfort. It was so vivid an ex-
perience that often I put my hand against my chest just to see if I 
could feel any cause for the heat outwardly! But once I knew that it 
was purely a matter of inward, spiritual nature, and that the burn-
ing sensation was not from carnal love or concupiscence, I realized 
it had to be a gift from my Creator. Accordingly I was glad, and 
melted with a desire for a greater experience of love, especially on 
account of the inflow of the sweetest pleasure and spiritual delight 
with which that spiritual flame comforted my mind. Before this 
comforting warmth came to me, shedding its sense of devotion 
within, I frankly believed that no such experience could come in 
our present state of exile, for truly it enflames the soul just as if a 
real fire were burning there.1
Isaiah had a vision of the holiness of God. This gave him insight 

into his own depravity, and bore testimony to him that the chasm 
between them was too great to cross. But then, just as his despair was 
most profound, God in his grace took a burning coal from his holy 
fire to cleanse him.

In gratitude for his cleansing, Isaiah dedicates himself to a life of 
service.

IV. Available to serve the Living God (6:8)
Then I heard the voice of the Lord, saying, “Whom shall I send, 
and who will go for Us?’ Then I said, “Here am I. Send me!”

A. Able to hear the voice of God

For the first time in our text, God speaks. Man cannot hear that 
voice until he has first seen God, been plunged into despair, and then 
been touched by his cleansing. Then, as never before, one is able to 
hear the word of God. How many times have we heard the testimony 
of people who say they had never heard (with spiritual understanding) 
the word of God before, and then suddenly it was opened to them for 
the first time. Having thus been cleansed, Isaiah is now able to hear 
voice of God.
B. Available to serve the Living God

Then Isaiah is taken to the court, where he hears God’s angels and 
sees God’s administration being carried out. God asks, “Who will go 
for us?” It’s interesting that Isaiah is not named here. He is neither ad-
dressed nor coerced, yet he responds, “Hineni! Here am I. Send me.” 
Notice, he is neither directly addressed nor coerced. “Having believed 
with certainly that he was about to be crushed into non-existence by 
the very holiness of God, and having then received an unsought for, 
and unmerited, complete cleansing, what else would he rather do than 
hurl himself into God’s service?” (John Oswalt). There was a burning 
in his soul that would not be quenched, and thus he leaps at the op-
portunity to serve God. If you are serving the Lord out of a sense of 
duty, or if you feel coerced to do so, go back down the mountain; that 
is not the biblical model for Christian service.

That is the birth of a prophet. It begins with death, which opens 
the door to vision, which leads to despair, which opens the door to 
cleansing, and cleansing opens the door to recognizing the possibility 
of service, and that leading to an offering of the entire self without 
reservation.

Now as we come to the Lord’s Table, I ask you to consider where 
are you in your spiritual journey? As you recognize your position, ask 
the Lord Jesus to feed you at that point. Some of you may be like Uz-
ziah. You have been coming to church for years, but you have been 
acting presumptuously, taking God’s holy fire unto yourself without 
benefit of the priesthood. You have become a leper inside. Others of 
you are anxious. You need to see this vision of God in his glory, ex-
alted on high, ruling in his sovereignty. Others of you may never have 
wept about your sin. You need to grieve. Others of you have never 
experienced cleansing in your heart. You need God’s touch of grace, 
then you will freely serve, as Charles Wesley wrote,

Long my imprisoned spirit lay,
Fast bound in sin and nature’s night.
Thine eye diffused a quickening ray;
I woke; the dungeon flamed with light;
My chains fell off, my heart was free,
I rose, went forth, and followed thee.
Still the small inward voice I hear
That whispers all my sins forgiven;
Still the atoning blood is near
That quenched the wrath of hostile heaven.
I feel the life his wounds impart;
I feel the Saviour in my heart.

1. Richard Rolle, The Fire of Love (ca. 1343), in The Law of Love: English 
Spirituality in the Age of Wyclif (ed. David Lyle Jeffrey; Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1988), 183-184.
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I never thought I would find myself being thankful for owning a televi-
sion set, but last week I finally discovered a program worth watching. I am 
referring to the dramatic television documentary of our American Civil War. 
The film editor did a marvelous job of scanning with the camera thousands 
of original photographs of battle scenes, while at the same time different 
voices read personal accounts from the letters and diaries of the participants. 
Thus we could see with the eye and hear with the ear the tragic and heroic 
stories from both perspectives, North and South.

I found my heart moved by this presentation of the fiery rampage that 
devastated our nation. By means of photographs, voice and sound, we “saw” 
General Picket’s suicidal charge through open cornfields in his attempt to 
take Cemetery Ridge. Three thousand men died there in just a few minutes 
of action. And at Gettysburg, 58,000 men, more than a quarter of the num-
ber of our troops now stationed in the Persian Gulf, died in battle. Sher-
man’s march from Atlanta to the sea was presented. His army cut a swath of 
destruction, sometimes as wide as 60 miles, through the Georgia landscape. 
By the end of the war the death toll had reached 630,000. The land lay rav-
aged and desolate.

To what purpose? we might ask. Our Declaration of Independence, writ-
ten almost 100 years before the Civil War, holds that we are one nation, 
under God, and that we believe all men are created equal, with certain in-
alienable rights. Yet it took the consuming fire of a civil war to put those 
ideals into law and practice. By the end of the carnage we were truly one na-
tion and all were free. One of the concluding scenes showed the reunion at 
Gettysburg, 50 years after the end of the war. On July 1, 1913, veterans from 
both sides came together at Cemetery Ridge and clasped hands over a stone 
wall in a demonstration of unity. What a price had been paid to accomplish 
the rebirth of our nation!

As high as that cost was, however, it seems small when compared to the 
cost of the rebirth of another land, the nation of Israel. This is the theme we 
will look at this morning from the book of Isaiah—the cost of God’s fiery 
judgment in the rebirth of Israel.

Last week we looked at the birth of Isaiah as a prophet (6:1-8). In the 
year of the death of King Uzziah (740 BC) (the king a leper for presuming 
on God’s holiness), Isaiah had a vision of God in his temple. Uzziah had 
become strong, and had extended the boundaries of the nation. But he ar-
rogantly entered into the Holy Place, bypassing the priesthood, and took 
the holy fire unto himself. In that year, Isaiah had the privilege of being 
transported to that high and holy mountain, the temple of God. There he 
saw past the Holy Place into the real Holy of Holies where God is seated 
on his throne. Isaiah was consumed with the holiness and the sovereignty 
of God. As he viewed this awesome scene he despaired of his own depravity, 
but God in grace touched his lips with a burning coal. The holy fire cleansed 
him, and in gratitude Isaiah responded by making himself available to God 
as his prophet.

Today therefore we will look at the commissioning of God’s prophet, 
the man who will speak God’s word to Israel. Israel was born as a nation 
at Mt. Sinai around 1400 BC. She was born with the highest of ideals. The 
Scripture depicts God as the husband in this relationship and Israel as his 
bride. God declares his love for Israel, an affection that was demonstrated 
in his rescuing the Jews from bondage in Egypt. By his grace he had made 
them a free people. In return, God asked Israel to love him with her whole 
heart and strength, and to love her neighbor as herself. Therein lay the whole 
law of God. This covenant between God and his holy people was sealed at 
Mt. Sinai.

But 700 years later, at the time this prophecy was written, except for a 
few bright moments, Israel’s history was an appalling account of idolatry, 
immorality, and social oppression. Some of the prophets even referred to 
the nation as a prostitute. What word shall the prophet speak to a people 

like this? Despite Israel’s unfaithfulness to the covenant, it is God’s desire to 
restore both the nation and the covenant. But the disease of sin had so poi-
soned the relationship that God cannot restore the marriage in the same way 
as formerly. Instead, he first had to unleash his holy fire of destruction; only 
then could he create something new and transcendent. The nation would 
be reborn, but this time through fire. As we look at this passage illustrating 
the rebirth of Israel we can see that at times this same procedure must be 
followed in the rebirth in Christ of the calloused of heart.

I. The nation is hardened (6:9-10)
And He said, “Go, and tell this people:
‘Keep on listening, but do not perceive;
Keep on looking, but do not understand.
Render the hearts of this people insensitive,
Their ears dull,
And their eyes dim,
Lest they see with their eyes,
Hear with their ears,
Understand with their hearts,
And repent and be healed.’ ”

A. The reason for hardening: No longer “My people”
The first aspect of God’s judgment as it is revealed in this text is appar-

ent in the way the Lord refers to Israel. There is a significant change here. 
No longer does he call them “My people,” he refers to them instead as “this 
people.” Israel has played the prostitute so long that God no longer refers 
to them as his people. God, the wronged party in this marriage, must be 
the one who publicly announces that a divorce has occurred, even as Israel 
hypocritically acts as if everything is well in the marriage. But God calls a 
spade a spade, and refuses to cover up the problem.

I counseled a married woman once who was living with an abusive, al-
coholic husband who had many adulterous affairs. He kept returning to his 
wife, wanting to keep up the appearance of a marriage while continuing in 
sin. She knew that the Bible says that God hates divorce, but I pointed out 
to her that God publicly said his people had divorced him, and this was 
what she too had to do with her husband to make him face up to the conse-
quences of his actions. He had already divorced her, and she as the wronged 
party needed to make that public in order to demonstrate that her husband’s 
heart had been hardened for a long time. The wronged party often suffers 
blame for this proper action, yet it is the right thing to do.

Yes, God hates divorce, but here he makes the pronouncement that his 
people have forsaken him, and thus exposes what had been going on for 
700 years.

Next, God gives the nation over to a paradoxical judgment.
B. The manifestation of hardening: Paradoxical behavior (6:9-10a)

And He said, “Go, and tell this people:
‘Keep on listening, but do not perceive;
Keep on looking, but do not understand.
Render the hearts of this people insensitive,
Their ears dull,
And their eyes dim…’ ”
The first manifestation of judgment occurs silently. A casual observer 

could not tell that anything had gone wrong. But the people of Israel would 
exhibit paradoxical behavior. There would be an intensity of learning on 
their part, but they would have no spiritual perception. Our eyes and ears 
enable us to learn spiritual truth. Our eyes see the salvation acts, and our ears 
hear the prophetic word, enabling the heart to become spiritually percep-
tive and thus see the glory of the God who is behind the acts of salvation 
and the prophetic word. Here God says to Israel that he will continue with 
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his acts of salvation, and continue sending the prophetic word. And God 
was faithful to his word. Following this word he sent the greatest prophets 
in history—Isaiah, Jeremiah, Daniel, Ezekiel—all of whom faithfully gave 
forth the prophetic word. Even after the gift of prophecy ended, 400 years 
before the birth of Christ, some of the most gifted writing in the history of 
Israel was accomplished.

One of the great acts of salvation in the history of the nation occurred 
when Hezekiah prayed to the God of Abraham on the occasion when Sen-
nacherib’s armies surrounded Jerusalem. In one night the angel of the Lord 
killed 180,000 Syrians, the mightiest army on the face of the earth. An out-
side observer would conclude that God was not judging, but saving Israel. 
Judgment, however, is not manifested from the outside, but from within. 
This is where sin first takes root—within.

The reason behind this paradoxical behavior, this intensity of learning 
but no perception, is that the faculties necessary to discernment, the eye and 
the ear, had become dysfunctional. This is God’s method of judgment—he 
shuts the eye so that we cannot see the significance of his acts of salvation, 
and he shuts the ear so that we cannot hear the prophetic word that is still 
going forth. The heart becomes dull and heavy.

This past summer I played golf with my 82-year-old father and discovered 
that he has become hard of hearing, but he is too proud to admit it, and 
refuses to wear a hearing aid. To all outward appearances it seemed we were 
having a great conservation as we drove around the golf course, but there 
were two different conversations going on, and they never seemed to cross 
paths. This is similar to what happened to Israel when God began judging 
the nation. Their eyes became dim to acts of salvation, and their ears became 
dull to the prophetic word.

After this, their hearts became “insensitive”; they became dull and com-
placent. The fat heart “speaks of a slow, languid, self-oriented set of respons-
es, incapable of decisive, self-sacrificial action” (John Oswalt). Why do you 
think Jesus healed a blind man and opened the ears of a deaf mute? Those 
were not arbitrary miracles. The men in question were healed as a visual 
aid to Israel to help them see that they had become blind, deaf, and dull of 
heart. Jesus came to cause the rebirth of the nation so that could see, hear, 
and love God. This is why he performed his miracles.

The reason for this judgment is given in verse 10:
C. To prevent premature healing (6:10b)

“ ‘Lest they see with their eyes,
Hear with their ears,
Understand with their hearts,
And turn and be healed.’ ”
It seems rather cruel that God would harden the hearts of his people 

to prevent their healing, but we must ask what kind of healing God had 
in mind. Israel had for 700 years been a stiff-necked, idolatrous people. 
It would not be enough for the nation to suddenly wake up to her sinful 
condition and ask to restate her marriage vows. What would be the point 
in going back to Mt. Sinai and saying to God, “You have saved us. We love 
you, and from now on we will serve you”? This was what they had said in 
the book of Joshua—”We can do it. We love you.” But their disease had so 
infected them that anything but a deep and penetrating judgment would 
not suffice.

People with addictive habits who are never faced with the consequences 
of their actions often make resolutions to change, feeling that they can effect 
change in their habits. But their feelings are not in accord with the reality 
of the consequences of their sin. Adulterers at times want to renew their 
commitment to marriage, to turn over a new leaf, without being made to 
face the consequences of their actions. If they are allowed to do this, soon 
their resolve breaks down and they return to their ways. They are healed in 
intention but not in reality.

My wife’s sister seemed to become addicted to many wrongful things af-
ter her parents went through a divorce. She attempted suicide several times; 
she spent her inheritance on cocaine. From the time she was 11 until the time 
of her death at 31, someone always bailed her out and she didn’t have to face 
the consequences of her actions. She kept promising herself and others that 
she would change, but it was not until she became infected with AIDS that 
she turned around and underwent real healing when she gave her life over to 
Christ shortly before her death.

This is the first step in the rebirth process—a blatant announcement by 
God of the naked truth. An inoperable cancer was affecting this nation of 
Israel, and it had been present since its inception. The only solution was to 

let the disease run its full course. There is something much more important 
than healing. This first stage of God’s wrath is a painful thing!

There are people sitting here who have hardened their hearts to truth 
although they sit here week after week listening to God’s word. Continued 
exposure to the light only makes them harder. If you go out in the early 
dawn and fail to adjust your eyes to the early light, and shut them instead, 
you dare not open them later in the full light of the sun lest you be blinded. 
So you keep them shut, and the increasing light serves merely to harden you 
against the brightness.

Now we come to the second stage of God’s judgment.

II. The nation is disassembled! (6:11)
Then I said, “Lord, how long?”
And He answered,
“Until cities are devastated and without inhabitant,
Houses are without people,
And the land is utterly desolate.”
Isaiah’s response, “How long? O Lord!” demonstrates his grief and hor-

ror, his longing for the mercy of God. The Lord’s reply, basically, is, “Until 
I dismantle the whole nation.” But this hardness will allow God to enact 
the curses of the covenant, and give the people the full consequences of the 
divorce.
A. The seed is destroyed

God’s promise to Abraham was twofold: Abraham would have a seed 
that would be a blessing to all nations, and secondly, that seed would have 
a land, and through that land God would mediate his life spiritually to the 
people. That is what makes a nation: a seed and a land coming together. But 
here is what God declared would be the result if they broke the covenant 
and disobeyed him,

“But it shall come about, if you will not obey the Lord your God, to 
observe to do all His commandments and His statutes with which I 
charge you today, that all these curses shall come upon you and over-
take you. Cursed shall you be in the city, and cursed shall you be in the 
country. Cursed shall be fruit of your body and the produce of your 
ground, the increase of your herd and the young of your flock.” (Deut 
28:15-16, 18)

B. The land is desolate
Thus, here in verse 11 God is declaring that he is now going to put in mo-

tion the curse of Deuteronomy 28. The covenant had been broken, so God 
was going to destroy the seed and devastate the land. The word for desola-
tion conveys the thought that the destruction is so appalling that anyone 
observing it is rendered speechless.

The instruments God used to accomplish this were two pagan peoples, 
the Assyrians and Babylonians. The Assyrians were the most wicked people 
on the face of the earth. Before this time, most battles were merely border 
skirmishes, fought by local inhabitants who left their pastures or farms for 
awhile to engage in battle with their neighbors. But the Assyrians had dreams 
of taking over the whole world. To help accomplish this, they came up with 
the idea of using mercenaries. They took the best men of a conquered people 
and deported them to other lands to fight on their behalf. By means of this 
mixing of populations the Assyrians ensured that loyalties and populations 
were divided. (The Romanian dictator, Ceaucescu, used the same strategy. 
He adopted orphans from several countries and trained them as young men 
for his dreaded Securitate, the secret police. These men remained loyal to 
him to the end because they had no other loyalties.)

The Assyrians were the ones who first came up with these ideas to con-
quer the world. When King Hezekiah discerned that the Assyrians would 
attack Israel, however, instead of taking Isaiah’s words to heart, he raised 
the defense budget and sought to fortify the country. He even imported 
chariots from Egypt, in defiance of Deuteronomy 17, for the great chariot 
city of Lachish. But all to no avail. Hezekiah failed to heed Isaiah’s warn-
ing. The Annals of Sennacherib, the commander of the Assyrians, tells the 
terrible story:

As for Hezekiah, the Jew, he did not submit to my yoke. I laid siege to 46 
of his strong cities, walled forts and the countless small villages in their 
vicinity, and conquered (them) by means of we-stamper (earth-ramps), 
and battering-rams brought (thus) near (the walls) combined with the 
attack by foot soldiers, (using) mines, breeches as well as sapper work. 
I drove out (of them) 200,150 people, young and old, male and female, 
horses, mules, donkeys, camels, big and small beyond counting, and con-
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sidered (them) booty. Himself (Hezekiah) I made a prisoner in Jerusalem, 
his royal residence, like a bird in a cage. I surrounded him with earthwork 
in order to make it impossible to go out from the city gate.
The surrender of Lachish became the subject of a palace relief in Assyria. 

That relief still exists today, and it is on view in the British Museum in 
London where it occupies an entire room. Can there be any doubt that God 
was serious in his intentions? He has immortalized his judgment, and the 
visible signs of that may be seen yet today, 2,700 years after the surrender 
of Lachish.

So the first step in God’s judgment was to harden the hearts of the nation 
of Israel; secondly, he allowed both the seed and the land to be dismantled. 
Now we come to the third aspect.

III. The nation is abandoned! (6:12)
The Lord has removed men far away,
And the forsaken places are many in the midst of the land.

A. The seed is uprooted
Again, God is carrying out the curse of Deuteronomy 28, where he said,
“The Lord will bring a nation against you from afar, from the end of the 
earth, as the eagle swoops down, a nation whose language you shall not 
understand, a nation of fierce countenance who shall have no respect 
for the old, nor show favor to the young…And it shall besiege you in 
all your towns until your high and fortified walls in which you trusted 
come down throughout your land, and it shall besiege you in all your 
towns throughout your land which the Lord your God has given you…
Then you shall be left few in number, whereas you were as the stars of 
heaven for multitude, because you did not obey the Lord your God.” 
(Deut 28:49-50, 52, 62)

B. The land is abandoned
Israel will have to suffer abandonment and loneliness for 70 years. Some-

times we need to feel abandoned and lonely before we are ready to hear the 
word of God concerning grace. Why did God take the Jews back to Babylon 
when he dismantled the nation? He could have taken them to Egypt, to the 
Hittite kingdom or elsewhere. It is because God first called Abram in Ur 
of the Chaldees—in Babylon! What God is saying in this decision to exile 
the nation to Babylon is, “Go back where you came from. After 1,400 years 
under the covenant which we established you still have made no spiritual 
progress. That is why I am reversing your history and sending you back 
where you came from.” God must sometimes do this with us, too.

To feel the weight of this abandonment, put yourself in the place of an 
exiled Jew in Babylon as you hear the following account.

Remembering Babylon: An Exile’s Perspective
I remember the hunger and thirst, the despair and the pain. I can still see 

the blood and hear the screaming as the soldiers struck with their swords. 
Zedekiah, that arrogant fool—who was he to think that rebellion against 
Nebuchadnezzar would be successful. And then they set fire to Jerusalem, 
its walls torn to the ground. And then I watched as the Temple of Solomon 
was destroyed, burned to nothing. The glory of the house of the Lord was 
no more. My heart died, knowing that, as surely as the Babylonians had 
conquered Judah, so the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob had died.

Thirty years I have lived in Mesopotamia. Much has happened since 
then. But I still remember the day Nebuchadnezzar’s army came to destroy 
Jerusalem.

I was a young man when Nebuchadnezzar came, the son of a leading 
citizen. Many of us, my friends and their families, were imprisoned, taken 
before the Babylonian king at Riblah. I watched as many of my friends were 
killed there, executed. I, though, was spared. I thought for a moment that I 
might be allowed to return to Jerusalem, but no. Soon I was taken, captive, 
to the land of the Babylonians.

I do not remember how long we walked. But I remembered the day we 
reached Babylon. We were on a large plain, marching south. The first thing 
I saw looked like a painted mountain, gleaming in the sky above a great city. 
As we drew near, I saw that it was not a mountain, but a building. It looked 
like seven boxes, each smaller than the last. They were stacked upon one 
another; like seven-steps reaching towards heaven—I now know that the 
Babylonians called it a ziggurat.

As we approached, we encountered a fortified wall. It was there to protect 
the city, but it was not the great walls that loomed ahead. Just inside this first 
wall was the Summer Palace, set along the Euphrates River. I learned later 

that the Euphrates ran through the entire city. As we marched further south, 
there was another palace, decorated with lions formed from enameled brick. 
Across from it was what appeared to be a soldiers’ camp.

We entered the city by crossing a ramp that spanned a moat filled with 
water, and marching through the Ishtar Gate. This gate allowed passage 
through the two main walls which protected Babylon from intruders. Both 
were made from brick, and I knew that no intruder could penetrate their 
thickness. The outer wall was 11 feet thick, and was surrounded by a moat 
filled with water. The inner wall was even more imposing than the first, be-
ing some 21 feet thick. Every 65 feet along its span, there was a tower rising 
30 to 60 feet high; around the city there must have been nearly 100 towers. 
This wall was wide enough for four chariots to ride its length abreast, being 
over 20 feet wide.

From the outside, the gate itself appeared to have an arched entry some 
15 feet wide and 30 feet high. On each side were great brick towers faced 
with blue tiles. The towers were decorated with bulls and dragons. I knew 
these were symbols of the Babylonian gods: My spirit sank as I recalled the 
Lord’s Temple burning, and the Babylonian soldiers’ hurtful chant, “Yahweh 
is dead, Yahweh is dead”. These animals were brilliantly colored, and set in 
relief. Entering between the towers I found myself in a gate room. On one 
side was a large dais on which sat a statue of a Babylonian god. My head 
hung with even greater despair.

Once through the first gate room—and thus the outer wall—I saw a 
larger pair of towers perched before and above the great inner wall. Like the 
first towers, these were blue. They, however, did not have any animals.

Between these towers one entered a 100-foot long gate room. And then 
I was in the City proper. I was stunned by the grandeur of Babylon. I had 
known the glory of Solomon’s temple, but nothing prepared me for what I 
saw before me.

I was now on the “Sacred Way”, a special processional path which con-
nected the Ishtar Gate with the major temples. It was paved with asphalt-
covered bricks. I looked at my feet: On the bricks I read the words “Nebu-
chadnezzar, king of Babylon, paved this road with mountain stone for the 
procession of Marduk, my lord. May Marduk my lord grant me eternal life”. 
“May the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob destroy these stones, this nation 
and this detestable dragon”, I thought contemptuously. Then I remembered 
the flames over the Holy of Holies, and despair descended once again. At 
the top of the road were flat pieces of rock cut from limestone. On either 
side of this road were walls made from brightly colored tiles. On them were 
perched 120 enameled lions. I heard much later that the Babylonians had 
built this special road so that their gods might walk between their temples 
without muddying their feet.

We were marched down this road. Immediately to my left was the temple 
for the goddess Ninmakh. This is a city filled with temples, fifty or more. 
On the right was Nebuchadnezzar’s palace. Wherever I looked color blazed: 
blue, white, yellow. The palace had three major units, each surrounding 
a square court. The one nearest the street contained the official reception 
rooms for the king. It was made of yellow brick. Some of its floors were 
white, while others were made from beautifully-patterned sandstone. Giant 
stone lions guarded the entrance.

Next to the palace, and a part of its compound, were the gardens that 
Nebuchadnezzar had built for his queen. It was built as a series of circu-
lar colonnades, one built on top of another. Many have rumored that the 
king had built the gardens because the queen had longed for the hillsides of 
her home. The topmost terrace was covered with rich soil, many feet deep. 
Deep-rooted trees, bushes and plants of many kinds were planted here. The 
queen and her maids were housed 75 feet higher than the surrounding city, 
and could walk unveiled, shielded by their perch from the view of the com-
mon people.

As we walked down the street, we saw one-story, flat-roofed houses made 
of brick. These were the private residences. Though there were no windows 
in the walls facing the street, I looked through some doorways into them. 
Their facades were faced with enameled tiles in brilliant blue, yellow or 
white. Many were decorated with figures of animals. We stopped once, and 
I looked closely at the bricks. On most of them I read the words “I am 
Nebuchadnezzar, King of Babylon.”

We reached the ziggurat. It was on the right side of the “processional way,” 
600 yards from the main palace. It stood in the middle of a large courtyard 
and rose some 280 feet. Surrounding it were buildings which were used as 
storehouses. At its top was a massive table of solid gold, and an ornate bed. I 
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have been told that each night a woman slept in the bed, a prostitute waiting 
the pleasure of their abominable idols. From the roof, one could look out 
over the vast city of Babylon, stretching beyond the walls.

Next to the ziggurat complex was a gigantic temple dedicated to Marduk, 
the god of Babylon. The main gate to this temple was in the eastern wall. 
Inside was a inner court. At the other end of this inner court was the main 
temple. The roof was covered with gold and silver, the walls with gold. Along 
one wall was the large golden image of Marduk.

It was here that my heart shattered. I wept bitter tears born of confusion 
and despair: God had forsaken His people…no, they said that He had been 
destroyed by Marduk this golden beast…but the prophets had warned us 
that though God would remain alive, we would be cut off…I had no an-
swer; all I knew was that the sweetness of life, all the promises and blessings 
of the living God, everything had been taken away, and I stood before the 
image of a foreign idol in a foreign land. I sought solace from God, but there 
was none…and there I stood, without hope.

Eventually, we Jews were settled together in southern Mesopotamia, 
south of Babylon. To my surprise, we were not mixed with the people of the 
land, but were kept in our own community. Although I never have felt free, 
my life is not as bad as I had imagined it would be when I left Judah. Life has 
been nothing like the stories I remember about my nation’s time in Egypt. I 
have built a house, and for many years have tended my fields. The sale of my 
crops have given me more than enough to have a comfortable life.

We Jews still have our elders, priests and prophets: The Babylonians did 
not stop us from maintaining our old institutions. We corresponded with 
friends who did remain in the land. Some of our number have been favored 
with employment by the king. This is especially true of those captives skilled 
as craftsmen and artisans. Others  have established prosperous businesses.

Thirty years have passed since that first day, and I still taste often the bit-
terness of those tears. I yearn for my homeland. And I have remembered the 
words of the prophets. They spoke of impending doom; we were foolish to 
ignore them. But the same Word of the Lord also foretold a coming day of 
salvation, a day of comfort, a day when Messiah would save his people from 
this punishment, just as Moses led Israel from Egypt.

My eyes have dimmed, but my heart still yearns: Would that God—Who 
has not died, but is alive—would that He fulfill His promises soon. Hear 
my cry, O Lord! 1

Here is how the prophet Jeremiah described the captivity:
“The Lord has accomplished His wrath,
He has poured out His fierce anger;
And He has kindled a fire in Zion
Which has consumed its foundations.” (Lam 4:11)
God’s wrath hardened his people, and it dismantled and abandoned the 

nation.
There is hope, however, as the concluding verses reveal.

IV. A remnant returns: A hope for rebirth (6:13a)
“Yet there will be a tenth portion in it,”

A. The definition of the remnant
A remnant will return. There is still hope for the rebirth of the nation. 

Bruce Waltke comments, “Remnant is that portion of Abraham’s seed that 
God preserved through the vicissitudes of history, from whom Jesus Christ 
came, and so the medium from whom the kingdom of God comes.”
B. Three implications of the remnant

There are three theological implications to the fact that this remnant re-
mains. First, only a remnant will survive: judgment is severe. God enacts the 
curses of Deuteronomy, exactly to the letter, upon his people. But, second, 
the remnant is supernaturally preserved by grace: mercy is unmerited.  God 
cuts short his wrath because of his loyal love. When the Civil War ended and 
the survivors returned to their homes, they were greeted with great joy and 
thankfulness because they had survived the holocaust. Anyone surviving this 
judgment by God in 500 BC would have the same response—amazement 
and thankfulness for the mercy of God. Although they did not deserve any 
better treatment than the multitudes of dead, by God’s grace they had be-
come part of the surviving remnant. The remnant in Babylon survived be-

cause God had made an oath to Abraham. His loyal love was greater than 
his wrath. Thirdly, the existence of a remnant demonstrates that there is a 
promise of a future: there is more to come. God has a future for his people. 
Isaiah will develop this theme later in the book.

God is a consuming fire, but his grace is deeper still. Let every man be 
faithless, but he remains faithful because he cannot deny himself.

Finally, even the remnant is burned.

V. The remnant is burned: The Holy Seed is born (6:13b)
“And it will again be subject to burning,
Like a terebinth or an oak
Whose stump remains when it is felled.
The holy seed is its stump.”
At the conclusion of the Civil War documentary, a black woman his-

torian commented that while the war may have legally ended slavery and 
given black people freedom in law, it did not remove prejudice from the 
heart. I thought about my own boyhood, knowing people who were bitter 
and prejudiced. I remembered the assassination of Martin Luther King, the 
Watts riots, and the Civil Rights movement in the ’60’s. The Civil War did 
accomplish the rebirth of our nation, but love had not yet been born in the 
hearts of the people.

Here, Isaiah pictures the remnant like a lone oak tree in a field, but then 
another fire rages, devastating the field and the tree. The tree is cut down and 
only the stump remains. But the fire has caused the stump to be holy, and 
out of it grows a little green shoot.

There are certain species of pine cones that will not release their seeds 
unless they are exposed to tremendous heat. The great fire at Yellowstone 
National Park which devastated one-third of that park caused this to hap-
pen. Thousands upon thousands of pine cone seeds burst forth and took 
root because they had been exposed to the fire and heat. This is the vision 
Isaiah has as he picks up this thought in chapter 11:

Then a shoot will spring from the stem (stump) of Jesse,
And a branch from his roots will bear fruit.
And the Spirit of the Lord will rest on Him. (Isa 11:1-2a)
In later chapters, Isaiah gives this One the title “Israel.” “You are my 

Servant Israel,” says the prophet. And this Servant hears. He is so spiritually 
perceptive he will not judge by what the eye sees or by what the ear hears. 
This Servant who comes forth from the stump sees what is in the heart: “And 
He will not judge by what His eyes see, nor make a decision by what His ears 
hear.” I asked myself what fire did that stump go through that made it so 
holy, and then explode to bring forth countless holy seeds. At first I thought 
it might have been the great fire in AD 70, when Jerusalem fell and the tem-
ple was destroyed by fire. During that battle 1.2 million Jews lost their lives. 
But then I remembered that there was another tree that was consumed by a 
holy fire. I am referring to the cross of Christ. On that tree, the green shoot 
that sprang forth from the stump took upon Himself the full weight of 
God’s holy wrath. That is what gave birth to the holy seed. Peter wrote that if 
now we have believed in Christ, we have purified our souls, for we have been 
born again, not of a seed which is perishable, but imperishable (1 Pet 1:22-
23). Unlike the old covenant, which said, “if you will indeed obey My voice 
and keep My covenant, then you shall be My own possession among all the 
peoples…and you shall be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exod 
19:5), the new covenant declares, “You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, 
a holy nation, a people for God’s own possession” (1 Pet 2:9).

The Civil War cost 630,000 lives to take an ideal and make it law. But 
that did not change the heart of the nation. At the cross, however, in con-
trast, through the death of one Divine Son who was fully consumed by 
God’s holy wrath, a holy seed, a new covenant, transcendently new and 
different, was born to all who will but believe.

I have but one exhortation: that we appreciate God for what he has done 
in Christ.

1. Special thanks to Jeff Wong for research.
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My neighbors across the street celebrated their 50th wedding an-
niversary yesterday. Their children threw a surprise party for them 
and asked me to renew their wedding vows and remarry them. About 
100 people attended. I thought to myself, “What a rare thing in this 
valley, to see a 50-year legacy of loyal love!” It is such a contrast to 
what we usually hear about.

Not everything is that great in my neighborhood, however. 
Around the corner from their house another couple wanted to build 
an addition to their home, and to save money they decided to do it 
themselves. But nothing was built according to code. The founda-
tions are crooked. A chimney seems to go nowhere. The floor plan 
is totally unworkable. Before they could complete the work they ran 
out of money. All that is left is about 2,000 sq. ft. of framing studs, 
with tar paper for a roof. The house is actually worth less then when 
they began their improvements. It has been sitting that way, exposed 
to the elements, for over a year now.

How typical of many marriages and lives in this valley—lives that 
are not built according to code. People want to build on their own. 
They think they can take shortcuts, but their foundations are out of 
whack. There is no coherence to their lives, and they are exposed to 
the community and to the elements. These days I am getting more 
and more calls from people saying, “Our marriage is in ruins. Can 
you put it back together?” Just last week a woman called me asking 
this very question. I told her, “It’s a lot easier to do new construction 
than to do remodeling when the foundations were wrong to begin 
with.”

But the good news of our text this morning is that it is possible to 
begin anew. In our studies in the book of Isaiah, the news which the 
prophet gives to his nation Israel is the announcement of a kingdom 
where all things are made new. So I am going to take on the role of 
a building contractor this morning. I am going to give you the blue-
prints for restoring and rebuilding a life that has been wrecked.

The book of Isaiah was written for three different historical situ-
ations, thus it divides into three easy parts. In chapters 1–39 Isaiah 
addresses his contemporaries regarding the Assyrian invasion. In 
chapters 40–55 he leaps ahead 100 years and speaks to the exiles in 
Babylon, announcing a new kingdom which will be inaugurated by 
a Servant who is coming. Finally, chapters 56–66 comprise the word 
to the exiles upon their return to Jerusalem. In this series we will 
delve into chapters 40–55, the announcement of a new kingdom.

Our text this morning, chapter 40:1-11, plays like a drama in four 
movements. The first movement takes place in Babylon, where the 
word of the prophet calls to the exiles. The second two movements 
depart from the city of Babylon to the wilderness, and again a voice 
is calling to them. Then in the last movement we are in a city again. 
So we move from the city to the wilderness to the city. But the city 
is no longer Babylon, it is Jerusalem. The exiles are home, they are 
healed, and this time a new voice speaks. So in each movement there 

is a voice giving an invitation, in three different geographical con-
texts.

I. New beginnings in Babylon: “Comfort My people” 
(40:1-2)

Let us look at the new beginnings. Verses 1-2:
“Comfort, O comfort My people,” says your God.
“Speak to the heart of Jerusalem;
And call out to her,
That her hard service has ended,
That her punishment is accepted;
For she has received of the Lord’s hand,
Double for all her sins.”

A. The nature of comfort: A future restoration (40:1-2a)

Listen to the tenderness in this Father’s voice. The days of es-
trangement are over. God, speaking through the prophet, uses the 
words of a loving husband, eager to woo his estranged wife. The 
word “comfort” is used twice for emphasis. This Hebrew word 
means a sigh of compassion; it also means to repent. It is used of 
God’s deep sigh of compassion when he judges his people, and then 
he is so compassionate he changes his mind; he relents. Notice the 
title given to the people. No longer does he call them “this people.” 
He calls them “My people.”

Then he says, “Speak to the heart,” of this people, and “Give them 
an invitation.” Call out to them that their relationship has been re-
stored. Their exile is over. There is a brand new beginning, a clean 
slate. What makes this new beginning possible? What is the basis of 
her comfort?” The text says, “Her punishment is accepted.”
B. The basis of comfort: The past has been dealt with (40:2b)

The reason there is comfort is that the past has been fully dealt 
with. When God spoke to Israel back in Leviticus, he said that as a 
holy nation they were to set aside one year in seven to give the land 
a holy rest, a sabbatical year. Israel was in the land for 490 years, but 
never once did she obey the Lord and give the land a rest. God said, 
“If you do not do that, I will scatter you among the nations. Your 
land will become a desolate waste, and I will give it its sabbatical 
rest. You won’t take time off, so I will make you take time off.” He 
takes them back to the land of Babylon and the land enjoys 70 years 
of rest. Why Babylon? Because Abraham was called from Ur of the 
Chaldees. That is where this whole thing started. God is saying, “You 
can have a new beginning when you face the past.”

I had a friend who actually made a bid on the house I mentioned 
earlier. Then they found a pit in the back yard that was filled with 
garbage. The family had removed the septic tank, and instead of fill-
ing it properly, they just threw all kinds of garbage in it. They were 
told, “If you are going to build an addition, you have to dig that up. 
You cannot just build willy-nilly on top of this thing.” That is what 
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makes new beginnings possible—truly facing your past, beginning 
afresh. In this case God says, “Your past has been dealt with and your 
punishment is accepted. There is satisfaction. There is propitiation.”

So true comfort comes from facing one’s guilt and its consequenc-
es before a holy God. You cannot have a future until you do that. 
Israel had served her sentence in full, and the Lord was satisfied. That 
is the good news of the cross. God is satisfied with what his Son did, 
so any of us can face our past. The Lord says, “I am satisfied. You 
can go on.”

II. New Relationships: Meeting the King in the wilder-
ness (40:3-5)

Having announced these new beginnings, the question arises, 
“Once we receive this announcement that all things are new, then 
what do we do?” Israel is now invited to participate in the new king-
dom. She is to go out into the wilderness to meet her King. Look at 
verses 3-5:

A voice is calling,
“Clear the way of the Lord in the wilderness;
Make smooth in the desert a highway for our God.
Let every valley be lifted up,
And every mountain and hill be made low;
And let the rough ground become a plain,
And the rugged terrain a broad valley;
Then the glory of the Lord will be revealed;
And all flesh will see it as one;
For the mouth of the Lord has spoken.”

What is Israel to do? She is to go out in the wilderness and “make 
a highway for her King.” This word “highway” would be significant 
to the exiles in Babylon because the city was laid out around a great 
processional highway that went through the center. This was where 
the gods met with the kings. The highway was 40-50 feet wide, and 
as the Jewish exiles walked on its paved stones they read these words 
underneath their feet, “I am Nebuchadrezzar, King of Babylon…I 
paved the road of Babylon with mountain stone for the procession 
of the mighty lord Marduk. May Marduk, my lord, grant me eternal 
life.” The Babylonians had hymns about this highway. They sang 
about their gods coming down from heaven. The god would say,

“From hostile Elam he entered upon a road of jubilation,
a path of rejoicing…of success to Su-an-na.
The people of the land saw his towering figure,
the ruler in (his) splendor.
Hasten to go out, (Nabu), son of Bel,
you who know the ways and the customs.
Make his way good, renew his road,
make his path straight, hew him out a trail.”
Then the Babylonians would ask the captured Jews, “Why don’t 

you sing a song about your god? Where is he?” That is when Psalm 
137 was written: “By the rivers of Babylon we lay down and wept. 
We remember Thee in Zion.” The Jews responded, “How can we 
sing when we are here in Babylon, and our God has been defeated 
historically?”

What Isaiah says is, “God will demonstrate his power in making 
a highway, but the God of Israel does not show his glory in idolatry. 
He shows his glory by controlling history, and he is going to defeat 
Babylon. You are going to find him in the wilderness, so make a 
highway for him there.”

A. The necessity for obedience: Listen to the voice

To enter into this, Israel was, of course, to go and meet God. We 
know where these words were fulfilled. The minute we open the New 
Testament we read of a voice crying out in the wilderness, “Make 
ready the way of the Lord.” John the Baptist was preaching a baptism 
of repentance for the forgiveness of sin. Israel was to go out in the 
wilderness and repent, and then the King would come.

In order to repent, the first thing the nation had to do was to 
obey this voice. But notice that the voice here in Isaiah is vague, 
obscure, almost cryptic. It never calls attention to itself. In the New 
Testament, this cryptic, anonymous voice, according to Jesus, is the 
greatest prophet ever born—John the Baptist. “Among those born of 
women there is none greater than John. He was filled with the Holy 
Spirit while yet in his mother’s womb.” But in the text he has no 
title, no designation. That is because when this new kingdom comes 
and the King arrives, his glory is so great that no other name is to 
be mentioned next to his. When a building contractor erects a new 
home he places a sign in front of it advertising who did the work. 
But in this kingdom, this contractor, Jesus, is so great that no sub-
contractor is to have his name on that sign.

That was true of John the Baptist. Though he was the “greatest 
born of women,” he said concerning Jesus, “I must decrease, He 
must increase.” He was the best man at the wedding, and the best 
man does not go on the honeymoon. Many Christian leaders who 
insist on having their name and title and glory rob people of inti-
macy with Jesus Christ. They insist on going on the honeymoon. 
But that is not how it is to be in this kingdom.
B. The necessity for vulnerability: Go out to the wilderness

The second thing that will show they are repentant is that they 
will be vulnerable. Where will they meet this King? Where will he 
become intimate with them? In a wilderness where they cannot cope, 
where they have no props, and nothing to support them. It is a land 
of cosmic enemies, historical enemies, and earthly enemies. There is 
no seed, no future there. If God does not act supernaturally to save 
them, they are dead. That is the wilderness.

What is true of Israel is true of us. To enter his kingdom you 
must hear this voice. You must leave, and you must allow yourself to 
be found in a wilderness where you cannot cope. The reason many 
Christians today do not have intimacy with Christ is that they have 
entered the wilderness in their motor-homes. They are heavy-laden, 
therefore God cannot deliver them and meet their needs.

It was a very specific time in my life, at my wedding, in fact, when 
God told me to leave. My parents at that time were not excited about 
my coming to this church to become an intern. My father sat me 
down a year earlier and said, “Brian, I want you to look at Harvard 
Business School. I really want you to go there or to Stanford. I will 
pay your way. Get your M.A. in business. Then if you want to be like 
Billy Graham, go ahead. But first get your M.A.” That was not bad 
advice by a loving father, but it was not what God was calling me to 
do. I knew at that point I had to leave mother and father to cleave to 
the Lord. To do so I had to go to a wilderness where I had no money, 
no props, no financial support, that I might be found by God. And 
God found me. That was a very specific time in my life.
C. The necessity for repentance: A smooth highway into the heart

That is what Israel must do. And if she will do that—be vulner-
able, repent, and remove all these obstacles to repentance—then she 
will be building a highway: the mountains will be made low and 
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the valleys lifted up. That is a metaphorical description for making 
a highway into your heart by removing all the stumbling blocks that 
keep this King from coming in. If you will do that, Isaiah says, the 
King will meet you and all his glory will be seen.

“Then the glory of the Lord will be revealed; and all flesh will 
see it together.” When God acts, he is not going to do his work in a 
corner. All the people saw God’s glory when he led his people out of 
exile. When God became incarnate his glory was revealed, and today 
his glory is seen in his church. And when he comes again his glory 
will be seen. God does not perform his salvation history in a corner: 
“For the mouth of the Lord has spoken.”

So, once the Kingdom is announced, Israel is not to be passive. 
She is to go out into the wilderness to meet her King. And she must 
be willing to be vulnerable and honest about her sin. Then she will 
be found by her King.

Now the question arises, “How do you know it will work?” A 
woman called me last week and asked, “Can you fix my marriage?” I 
asked her to tell me about it.” She said there was adultery involved, 
and that the marriage was in bad shape. I said, “Well, I do know a 
way to make it work.” “What is your record?” she asked. I said, “My 
record of remodeling is not as good as new construction, but it is not 
because of the method.” When you ask the question, “Will it work? 
Will this really work in my life?” the answer according to the text is, 
“Yes.” It is because this new King, this new contractor, builds with 
different material. Look what he says in verses 6-8:

III. The establishment of the kingdom: A new security 
(40:6-8)

A voice says, “Call out.”
Then he answered, “What shall I call out?”
All flesh is grass,
And all its loveliness is like the flower of the field.
The grass withers, the flower fades,
When the breath of the Lord blows upon it;
Surely the people are grass.
The grass withers, the flower fades,
But the word of our God stands forever.

I read a magazine article on leadership last week. The author said 
we are living in an age when people are anxious for our leaders to 
lead. If they would only come up with a vision, and share that vision 
with the people, then they could take the nation into new territory. 
But what we have is a crisis leadership that merely reacts to circum-
stances and events. It is much like going down the Colorado River in 
a canoe. You do not control when the rapids come or how long they 
last; you just hang on and react. Hopefully, you pretend to be calm 
and pray your canoe does not capsize as it goes through the rapids!
A. Not by flesh: Weak and temporary

Isaiah says that is the way all of man’s kingdoms end up. The best 
that man can put forward, says the prophet, is grass. The beauty of 
it is like the flower of the grass. This word “beauty,” or loveliness, is 
actually the Hebrew word that means loyalty. In other words, it does 
not endure. Man cannot keep his promises.

Babylon was absolutely impregnable. The city had two walls for 
defense. The inner wall was 21 feet thick, 300 feet high, and was re-
inforced with 420 foot-high towers every 60 feet. The wall was wide 
enough to sustain four chariots abreast, and it measured 56 miles 
around the city. The Babylonians dammed the Euphrates River to 

make a moat clear around the city for protection. The city had many 
gates, and the beautiful Ishtar Gate has been reconstructed, brick on 
blue enameled brick, and it is on display in Berlin. At the end of the 
processional stood the temple tower, the ziggurat. Like a pyramid of 
boxes, its base was 300 yards square. It was eight stories high, and it 
looked like a mountain. Next to it stood Marduk’s palace. The walls 
were gold, with alabaster pillars supporting a cedar roof. Throughout 
the city there were 1,800 open-air niches housing shrines to different 
idols. This was the glory of Babylon, but Isaiah compares it to the 
flower of the grass. It will not endure.
B. A kingdom of word and spirit: Permanent

“But the word of our God stands forever.” In contrast to Israel and 
Babylon, however, this new kingdom of which Isaiah speaks will be 
built not by the hands of men, but by the Spirit (“the wind”) and 
Word. This “wind” simultaneously destroys the works of man and 
builds God’s kingdom. Here is a hint that Israel’s return through 
Cyrus will come through the destruction of Babylon, and the birth 
of the church through the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70. Be-
cause of this, the new kingdom will be permanent. Peter builds on 
this truth in his epistle, exhorting believers to long for the pure milk 
of the word because “you have been born again not of seed which is 
perishable but imperishable, that is, through the living abiding word 
of God” (1 Pet 1:23).

Will it work? Absolutely! This new kingdom will be built by the 
word of God. As it evolves it will destroy kingdoms of men built 
upon idols, and establish a new kingdom that will stand forever.

The Jews have gone from Babylon, and they have heard three 
times the voice in the wilderness. Now in the last movement we are 
in Jerusalem. But this time a new voice is calling.

IV. A new joy in Jerusalem: Being a witness for the 
King! (40:9-11)
A. The joy of being a witness of the King (40:9)

Get yourself up on a high mountain,
O Zion bearer of good news,
Lift up your voice mightily,
O Jerusalem, bearer of good news;
Lift it up, do not fear.
Say to the cities of Judah, “Here is your God!”

There is new joy in Jerusalem, and the Jews are becoming witness-
es for the King. They go to the highest point in the city to announce 
his coming. We get the word “gospel” from these words, “bearer 
of good news.” The messenger comes to the city, announcing that 
the coming King will make all things new. When your life has been 
rebuilt in Christ, with new foundations and materials that will last 
forever, you don’t have to take a course on witnessing to tell people 
the good news about what happened to you. You just naturally share 
your life with everyone you come in contact with. That is the mark 
of a healed life—sharing with others in appreciation for a remodeled 
and remade life.

Notice what the Jews were to share with others, the words, “Here 
is your God.” The work of salvation is so great that God will not 
entrust it to anybody but himself. Here we have a hint of the incar-
nation. Jesus was never embarrassed to apply these texts to himself. 
You can share this with your Jehovah’s Witnesses friends who do not 
believe that Jesus is God. Jesus sent out his disciples, telling them, 
“Go to the lost sheep of the house of Israel…you shall not finish 
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going through the cities of Israel until the Son of Man comes.” He 
applies this text to himself.

What kind of witnesses shall they be? Verses 10-11:
Behold, the Lord God will come with might,
With His arm ruling for Him.
Behold, His reward is with Him,
And His recompense before Him.
Like a shepherd He will tend His flock,
In His arm He will gather the lambs,
And carry them in His bosom;
He will gently lead the nursing ewes.

B. Being a faithful witness to His character as a judge (40:10)

The King is coming like a judge, as in the Exodus. His revealing 
will be majestic and powerful, convulsing the cosmos and overthrow-
ing the enemy. What God did to Pharaoh he will do again in Baby-
lon, and with the coming of Christ will use all his cosmic powers to 
defeat the greater enemies—the world, the flesh, and the devil.
C. Being a faithful witness to his character as a shepherd (40:11)

On the other hand, the King is also coming like a shepherd. The 
same arm which he uses for judgment he uses to gather, feed, and 
gently lead his sheep. We find a picture of this in the Old Testa-
ment when Jacob returned from exile with his wives and children 
and all his flocks. As he was about to meet his brother Esau, he asked 
Esau to allow him to pass in a leisurely way. Fathers can learn from 
this. When I take my family on vacation I want my children to ski 
like me, swim like me, etc. But I have discovered that they cannot 
do that. They must be gently carried at times. Once when we were 
horseback riding in Oregon, my older daughters could keep up, but 
my youngest daughter screamed when she saw her horse. I found 
her a pony which was more suited to her, and led it around the pad-
dock with her sitting in the saddle. This is the picture we have here 
in verse 11.

The early Christians were faithful to share this at great cost to 
themselves. The King is coming. He wants to care for you and hold 
you in his bosom. But there is a small window in time for your deci-
sion, and if you do not respond, he will be your judge. For the Jews, 
that particular coming was AD 70. They had 40 years, a generation, 
before that prophecy was fulfilled, and 1.2 million Jews were killed 
when the Romans destroyed Jerusalem. They were those who had 
refused to enter into the bosom of the shepherd. Let us be faithful 
witnesses to God’s character as a shepherd.

A number of years ago a friend told me his wife had left him. He 
said he had a number of problems, and that she had given him a 
list of seven things which she wanted him to change. He had tried 
several times to do so, but the more he tried the worse things got. 
I asked him what part if any Jesus played in his life. He said he was 
in prison once and that someone had told him about the Lord. He 
had invited the Lord into his heart, but that was all he knew about 
him. I told him that the One whom he had asked to forgive his sins 
would make him the kind of husband his wife desired to have. He 
went home and told his wife what I had shared with him. Later, she 
came to me and said she had no confidence in what I had told her 
husband. “You haven’t lived with him,” she said. I told her I didn’t 
need to know David; I knew Jesus Christ. I said to her, “Betsy, if you 
give your life over to Jesus, he will make your marriage everything 
you want it to be.” She too came to Christ. Every married couple 
they knew were having marriage problems, and they shared with all 
of them their new life in Christ. About 10 years later Betsy died, but 
even in the hospital she continued to share her faith.

That is the kind of kingdom that God has for us. There is a new 
life in store for us who live in Babylon if we will go out into the 
wilderness to meet this King. The tragedy was that after Isaiah an-
nounced this news, a great many Jews remained in Babylon and they 
never met the King. I pray that like my two friends, everyone here 
will find this King and have their lives rebuilt.
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Have you ever had a week when you felt buried, beat-up, and 
burned out? That was my experience last week. This prayer by George 
MacDonald eloquently expresses how I felt:

From sleep I wake, and wake to think of thee.
But wherefore not with sudden glorious glee?
Why burst not gracious on me heaven and earth
In all the splendor of a new-day birth?
Why hangs a cloud betwixt my Lord and me?
The moment that my eyes the morning greet,
My soul should panting rush to clasp thy father-feet.
A dear black man took me under his wing once when I worked on 

a construction site during my college days. He told me: “Some day 
you get the bear; others the bear get you; but then others, when the 
bear not only gets you, he eats you!” Living in Silicon Valley can be a 
stressful experience. When you tally up the score at the end of a week 
of dealing with public schools, politics, business or whatever, more 
often than not the result seems to be Lions 10, Christians 0.

In our text from the book of Isaiah today we sense there is a cloud 
between the nation of Israel and her Lord. Israel, as we have seen in 
our studies in this book, has been taken captive to Babylon. In the 
culture of the Ancient Near East, when one army conquered the 
forces of another nation, and overthrew the temple of their god, 
that god was considered to be dead in history. In the book of Lam-
entations we can sense the anguish of Israel as the captive Jews were 
forced to listen to the taunts of the Babylonians,

All who pass along the way
Clap their hands in derision at you;
They hiss and shake their heads
At the daughter of Jerusalem,
“Is this the city of which they said,
‘The perfection of beauty,
A joy to all the earth’?”
All your enemies
Have opened their mouths wide against you;
They hiss and gnash their teeth.
They say, “We have swallowed her up!
Surely this is the day for which we waited;
We have reached it, we have seen it.” (Lam 2:15-16)

Public reproach is a hard thing to bear. Israel had been overrun 
and intimidated. “Why is my way hid from the Lord?” they asked. 
Could it be possible that the Lord no longer had the power to help 
his people? Perhaps he had the power, but he had lost the will to 
deliver them.

But then, just as they had reached the depths of despair came the 
word of the prophet Isaiah that a new kingdom was coming by the 
Word and by the Spirit. Isaiah called upon the nation to clear a way 
in the wilderness so that they could meet their King. But Israel, lan-
guishing in captivity in Babylon, responded pessimistically. As the 
Jews viewed the three imposing obstacles that shed their influence 

in every sphere of human activity—the nations, their rulers, and 
religions—they felt powerless and intimidated. In our text today, 
however, Isaiah weighs these formidable foes of Israel and contrasts 
them with the power and weight of the Lord God as Creator and 
Lord of history.

As we study this material together I want you to ask yourselves 
what are the threatening foes in your life that you find intimidating. 
What circumstance, bureaucracy, spiritual force, or person weighs 
you down and defeats you?

Isaiah begins by contrasting the glory of God with the glory of 
the nations.

I. The glory of God contrasted with the nations (40:12-
17)
A. The glory of God as Creator (40:12-14)

Who has measured the waters in the hollow of His hand,
And marked off the heavens by the span,
And calculated the dust of the earth by the measure,
And weighed the mountains in a balance,
And the hills in a pair of scales?
Who has directed the Spirit of the Lord,
Or as His counselor has informed Him?
With whom did He consult and who gave Him understanding?
And who taught Him in the path of justice and taught Him 

knowledge,
And informed Him of the way of understanding?

First, the prophet says that God has measured the finite universe. 
“The verbs in v. 12, measure, enclose, weigh, are all different ways of 
describing the same process, ascertaining the capacity of something 
by measuring or weighing it” (Westermann). Imagine taking a mea-
suring cup and trying to measure and count the number of grains of 
sand on one of our California beaches. What an impossible task! But 
Isaiah is not just talking about one small part of the earth, rather “the 
dust of the whole earth.” These three elements, waters, heavens, and 
dust, make up the organized universe. Isaiah then links these verbs 
with very insignificant human standards of measure, hollow of the 
hand, span, measure, pair of scales, to show that what is impossible 
for man is like child’s play for God. Like someone measuring out a 
cup of flour to bake a cake, a child’s task, God measures the limits of 
the universe in such simple terms.

Next, Isaiah asks who measures the infinite God. Who informed, 
who directed the Spirit of the Lord? he demands. This text would 
have been very significant to the exiles of Babylon since in the words 
of a Babylonian hymn, Marduk is called “the one who traverses the 
heavens, heaps up the earth, and measures the waters of the sea.” 
But, unlike the God of our text, Marduk had to consult with many 
gods to accomplish this.

The point here is that if man cannot comprehend the fullness (i.e. 
measure) of what God created, how much less can man measure the 
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Spirit of God which is behind the divine planning. No one possesses 
the capacity to measure God. No one is even in his league, so no one 
can offer him advice; no one is competent to judge his actions as he 
brings forth his plans in history. These concepts ought to develop in 
us a deep sense of awe and humility before our great God.

Next, Isaiah weighs the significance of the nations in comparison 
to the glory of God as Creator.
B. The significance of the nations (40:15-17)

Behold, the nations are like a drop from a bucket,
And are regarded as a speck of dust on the scales;
Behold, He lifts up the islands like fine dust.
Even Lebanon is not enough to burn,
Nor its beasts enough for a burnt offering.
All the nations are as nothing before Him,
They are regarded by Him as less than nothing and meaning-

less.

In terms of a threat to the divine kingdom, Isaiah’s judgment is 
that the nations are insignificant. In the divine scheme of things, na-
tions that set themselves against the kingdom of God are like “a drop 
from a bucket, speck of dust on the scales.” “When water is drawn, 
the drop that falls from the bucket does not matter, nor when things 
are weighed, does the dust on the scales” (Westermann). Nations are 
not considered a force to be reckoned with in the divine plan. No 
consideration is given to them.

Think for a moment how these words must have struck the Is-
raelites. Babylon was protected by impregnable walls; a moat sur-
rounded the city. But then came the prophetic word. While the 
Babylonians were celebrating one night, the Persian armies diverted 
the Euphrates river and walked into the city. Sixteen days later, on 
October 29, 539 BC, Cyrus himself entered the city amidst public re-
joicing. So much for the impregnable Babylon. In the divine scheme 
of things the city’s elaborate and seemingly insurmountable defenses 
were of no avail. For decades, the Berlin Wall was the great symbol 
for the captive Eastern European nations of the impossibility of es-
caping the chains of Communism. But then came the edict of God. 
In one night the wall fell, symbolically if not literally, and now it is 
no more.

In terms of affecting the kingdom of God negatively, the nations 
have no significance whatever.

Secondly, they have no moral significance to affect the kingdom 
of God. Supposing the City of Cupertino were to pass a tax measure 
to build for us a new church, with unlimited parking, and then of-
fer to throw all the weight of the city government behind the work 
of PBC, would God be impressed? Look at what Isaiah says. Even 
if the great nation of Lebanon, the most verdant area in Canaan, 
and all of its possessions were offered as a sacrifice to God, it would 
have no moral value to move his heart to forgive sins or to affect his 
kingdom. Whether the nations are for or against God they can offer 
nothing, either positively or negatively, that will have any influence 
over his kingdom. The national wealth of Lebanon would not be 
sufficient for one daily sacrifice.

Isaiah summarizes the nations’ substance, saying that when they 
are compared to God’s greatness, they are “less than nothing and 
meaningless.” “Meaningless” was the word used by Moses to describe 
the formless, void, and chaotic waters of Genesis 1:2. Thus man’s 
greatest achievements make no impression upon God, and are no 
more a threat to his kingdom than the primeval watery chaos of 

Genesis. In terms of a threat therefore, the nations are of no conse-
quence; in terms of a benefit, they are without substance.

We sometimes think that if we could only conquer the bureau-
cracy, we could make great advances for the kingdom of God. Years 
ago, when Emily and I first moved to the Bay Area, our plan was for 
her to get her teaching credential so that she could put me through 
seminary when I had completed my internship at PBC. But the uni-
versity bureaucracy fouled up her application to attend grad school. 
Two years went by and there was no resolution to the problem they 
themselves had caused. When I thought of my plans for seminary 
being put on hold, I could not help but think that the whole king-
dom of God was being slowed up too! We had to stay on another 
year in PBC, and I ended up teaching our junior highers. But, in 
God’s providence, at the end of that year the Elders asked me to 
stay on as a pastor and to regard PBC as my seminary. God in his 
sovereignty had worked through what we regarded as an intractable 
bureaucracy to get us exactly where he wanted us to be.

Thus the nations, despite all appearances to the contrary, pose no 
threat to God as he brings forth his kingdom. They have no sub-
stance, they carry no weight or consequence, because the Creator 
alone is Lord of history. Remember this when you face threatening 
circumstances or intractable bureaucracies in your own life.

Now we come to the second threat facing Israel.

II. The glory of God contrasted with the rulers and their 
idols (40:18-24)

Babylon was ruled by a mighty king. He lived in an imposing pal-
ace, measuring 350 by 250 yards, grouped around five courts. “One 
of these (197 ft. by 164 ft.) gave access to the throne room (156 ft. 
by 143 ft.) with its wall covered with glazed bricks forming friezes 
of garlands, palmettes and rosettes in blue, white and yellow” (D. 
J. Wiseman). This is the power that held Israel captive. How much 
weight does God give such rulers and their idols? Think of Saddam 
Hussein today. One million people were killed in the Iran-Iraq war 
through the power yielded by this man. Now he has destroyed and 
dismantled the nation of Kuwait. He has thrown the world into eco-
nomic and political turmoil. But how much authority does he have 
to affect the kingdom of God?

Instead of weighing the king, however, Isaiah begins by weigh-
ing the idols which lie behind the heart of the king. Nebuchadnez-
zar was an idol-worshiper, and the kings of today are no different. 
Power, money, and greed are their idols. The prophet weighs the 
empty glory of idols, comparing it to the glory of God, and then he 
weighs the kingdom.
A. The empty glory of idols (40:18-20)

To whom then will you liken God?
Or what likeness will you compare with Him?
As for the idol, a craftsman casts it,
A goldsmith plates it with gold,
And a silversmith fashions chains of silver.
He who is too impoverished for such an offering
Selects a tree that does not rot;
He seeks out for himself a skillful craftsman
To prepare an idol that will not totter.

Idols demand much labor and money. They require multiple 
skilled laborers (“a craftsman, goldsmith, silversmith”), at great ex-
pense and attention to detail (“casts, plates, fashions”). Even cheaper 
idols require a laborious selection of materials and skill to give them 
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stability. Here is Isaiah’s strong polemic against the New Year festival 
of Babylon. Idols cannot see, hear, or speak. They cannot even stand 
unless they are anchored to the ground.

One idol we tend to worship today is the automobile. I saved up 
my pennies once and bought a new car. I bought the mechanic’s 
manual, a wash and wax kit, and everything else I needed to keep my 
idol both looking and working well. When the carport next to our 
garage caught fire once, my first thought was not for our lives, but 
for my car. I raced out and drove it to safety. But once while Emily 
was driving, a spider fell on her lap from out of the windshield visor 
and she got such a shock she crashed into two parked cars. So much 
for my idol, I thought, if a spider can destroy it!

Next, in spite of expense and human effort, idols give nothing in 
return. They provide no lasting stability.
B. The glory of God as Creator and Lord (40:21-24)

Do you not know? Have you not heard?
Has it not been declared to you from the beginning?
Have you not understood from the foundations of the earth?
It is He who sits above the vault of the earth,
And its inhabitants are like grasshoppers,
Who stretches out the heavens like a curtain,
And spreads them out like a tent to dwell in.

Ignorance is inexcusable. God has been properly worshiped from 
the beginning, and the creation declares his glory. As Lord, he sits 
(meaning, He rules) over his creation. He is so exalted that men ap-
pear tiny and insignificant in comparison. Occasionally we get a tele-
vision view from the Goodyear Blimp of some of our major sporting 
events. As important as things might seem at ground level, when 
they are viewed from a thousand feet in the air they tend to pale in 
significance. Imagine how the same scene would appear if it were 
viewed from a satellite circling the earth. Suddenly, what we once 
thought to be extremely important seems puny and meaningless.

The Lord is calling on the nation to disregard the rulers of earth 
and their idols and instead look up to his handiwork in the heavens. 
Creating the universe was no more work for God than pitching a 
tent is for the traveler. God spread the universe out like a tent curtain 
to make it his dwelling. (Here we have a hint that this universe is his 
temporary residence.)

As Creator, look at what God does to these rulers of the earth. 
Isaiah 40:23-24:

He it is who reduces rulers to nothing,
Who makes the judges of the earth meaningless.
Scarcely have then been planted,
Scarcely have they been sown,
Scarcely has their stock taken root in the earth,
But He merely blows on them, and they wither,
And the storm carries them away like stubble.

He makes the rulers of the world of no lasting impact, and revers-
es their fortunes. Their glory is but a moment, and before they take 
permanent root, his breath (perhaps a symbol for his Spirit by which 
he builds his kingdom) blows upon them to destroy them. The kings 
of the earth suffer the same fate as the grasses on our foothills which 
were a glorious green just a few short months ago. Then the summer 
sun turned the landscape brown, and the warm winds blew the with-
ered grass and flowers away. (See also Job 12:13-25; 34:19). There is no 
recollection that they were even there. A couple of years ago, I stood 
with a group from this church outside the palace of the Romanian 
dictator, Ceascescu. One of our group read the words of the prophet 

Amos, “Though you build your palaces of well-hewn stones, you 
shall not live in them because you turn aside the poor at the gate.” 
This was the fate of Ceascescau. He was a withering king who never 
got to live in his palace. This is the weight we must give kings and 
rulers, and this is how we should regard those who threaten us or the 
rule of God.

In a land replete with idols and human glory, Isaiah declares that 
the glory of God is not dead. He will put these rulers and their 
dominion in the dust. The reason, of course, is that their rule is 
established on the shaky foundations of idols, which are empty and 
vain. As God establishes his rule, Israel will be reawakened to the 
inviolable nature of the first and second commandments.

Having dealt with the rulers and the nations, Isaiah now comes 
to the religions. The Babylonian religion was an astral cult, and their 
gods were identified with the heavenly bodies.

III. The glory of God contrasted with the stars (40:25-
31)

“To whom then will you liken Me,
That I should be his equal?” says the Holy One.
Lift up your eyes on high,
And see who has created these stars,
The One who leads forth their host by number,
He calls them all by name,
Because of the greatness of His might
And the strength of His power,
Not one of them is missing.

A. As Creator of the stars (40:25)

Things haven’t changed much in all the years that have passed 
since the Babylonian kingdom. Every newspaper and magazine to-
day has its horoscope chart where the foolish look for advice for 
their problems. Our schools accept just about any kind of religious 
practices except Christianity. Mention the gospel and quickly the 
response comes, “Separation of church and state!” Workers are made 
to attend company seminars based on Eastern religions. Christians 
feel outnumbered, so we need to weigh the influence of religions 
against the kingdom of God. But Isaiah says we should look past 
the astrologers, past the stars, and ask, “Who made the stars?” The 
answer, of course, is that the stars and the heavens are the handiwork 
of God himself.
B. As Lord of History: He cares for the stars like a shepherd

God not only created the stars, he cares for them like a shepherd: 
He “leads, names, and protects” them. His ability to do this demon-
strates his might. He not only controls an innumerable host, but he 
also maintains an individual relationship with each one. God prom-
ised Israel that she would have a seed as numerous as the stars. Thus, 
how God created and cares for the stars is a picture of what he will 
do for the nation. Israel would be led, named, and protected by that 
same might and power. They should give no weight to astrology, but 
instead live in a relationship with the Creator.

If God truly has the power to destroy nations, rulers, and reli-
gions, then only one question remains: “Where is it?”

IV. Spiritual renewal replaces lament (40:27-31)
A. Israel’s complaint (40:27)

Why do you say, O Jacob,
And assert, O Israel,
“My way is hidden from the Lord,
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And the justice due me escapes the notice of My God”?

God had made a covenantal promise to make Israel as numerous 
as the stars, and a light and blessing to all the nations. But at the 
time of Isaiah’s writing she was but a tiny remnant overpowered by 
the nations and their idolatry. Where is her vindication? If God had 
not lost his power to do this, perhaps he had lost the will. Have you 
ever felt that way concerning something in your life? Here is what 
God says.
B. God’s answer: “wait on the Lord” (40:28-31)

Do you not know?
Have you not heard?
The Everlasting God, the Lord,
The Creator of the ends of the earth,
Does not become weary or tired.
His understanding is inscrutable.
He gives strength to the weary,
And to him who lacks might He increases power.
Though youths grow weary,
And vigorous young men stumble badly,
Yet those who wait for the Lord,
Will gain new strength,
They will mount up with wings like eagles,
They will run and not get tired,
They will walk and not become weary.

Israel’s plight is not the result of God’s weakness.
He is Everlasting: His power transcends time. He is Creator of the 

ends of the earth: His power transcends space. Nor is Israel’s plight 
due to God’s lack of wisdom: His understanding is inscrutable.

The point is, God is waiting for Israel to undergo a spiritual trans-
formation in Babylon. The nation needs to be broken! God wants 
the world’s system to so overrun and defeat Israel that they will never 
again fight on the world’s terms. He does not want us to ever think 
that the world system works, so he beats us up with it. Then, when 
we do battle, we will not be tempted to use their weapons. We must 
transcend the world’s system, and in our weakness call upon another 
power, one that transcends time and space. Then we are spiritually 
renewed by a revival which takes place in the heart—in Babylon!

This is how David defeated Goliath. Saul told David he had no 
experience in battle, but David replied that he was not going to fight 
in the way of the world, thus he refused the offer of Saul’s armor to 
protect him. I wish Christians today would do the same thing. We 
are taking on the arsenal of the world to fight spiritual battles, but we 
end up defeated because the world is far better fighting these battles 
than we are. To Goliath’s question, “Am I a dog?” David replied, 
“Yes, and I’m an animal trainer. You are going to fight this battle on 
my terms, not yours.” God wants to break all of us of any confidence 
in the world’s system, its power and glory and men of might, so that 
all we are left with is our voice of prayer. When the Iron Curtain 
collapsed we discovered that the revival had already occurred there. 
People in those countries had already had their spiritual transfor-
mation in exile while their kings flexed their muscles against God’s 
kingdom.

The three great foes of Israel—nations, rulers, and idolatrous 
religions—pose no threat to the Lord and his majesty. The faithful 
need have no fear, but instead realize that the spiritual desert they 

found themselves in was not due to God’s lack of power, his inability 
to devise salvation, or his unwillingness to be available; rather it was 
due to their need for brokenness, so that they might cast themselves 
unreservedly on him and experience a spiritual renewal that would 
transcend time and space.

V. Implications for ministry
A. Keep the sovereignty of God central in your thinking

Throughout the text Isaiah’s powerful questions ring in our ears, 
demanding a response: “Who has measured?…Who has directed 
the Spirit of the Lord?…With whom did He consult?…To whom 
then will you liken God?…To whom then will you liken Me?” Each 
question relates to God’s unparalleled power and sovereignty as Cre-
ator and Lord. This truth is foundational to all else, for two reasons. 
First, it forms the basis of the first two commandments: the Lord 
alone is Lord and cannot be compared to vain idols; and second, 
Isaiah’s rebuke, “Do you not know? Have you not heard?” suggests 
that ignorance of this truth is inexcusable. The point is, when these 
truths hold the center of our faith, many of our problems dissolve, 
and what we thought of as threats to our faith are a merely “drops 
in the bucket.”
B. Fight the right war!

Since it is God’s job (and by implication, not ours) to rule the 
nations, we must be sure that we are fighting the right battles in 
life. We must do battle for the kingdom on the same terms as those 
which Isaiah refers to. The key to the kingdom is our spiritual trans-
formation, not our dismantling of pagan forces by the flesh. In fact, 
it is in the midst of Babylon that Israel’s spiritual transformation 
was to take place! Therefore, with a renewed vision and trust we 
must allow God to work out his program of worldwide salvation as 
the nations interact with the church. We must lay down our carnal 
weapons of the flesh and in our weakness take up the shield of faith 
and allow God to transform us spiritually. Then as we wait on him 
we will “mount up like eagles.” Praise be to him!

So when you feel buried, beat up, and burned out, because the 
score always seems to be Lions 10, Christians 0, you can pray,

From sleep I wake, and wake to think of thee.
But wherefore not with sudden glorious glee?
Why burst not gracious on me heaven and earth
In all the splendor of a new-day birth?
Why hangs a cloud betwixt my Lord and me?
The moment that my eyes the morning greet,
My soul should panting rush to clasp thy father-feet.
Is it because it is not thou I see,
But only my poor, blotted fancy of thee?
Oh, never till thyself reveal thy face,
Shall I be flooded with life’s vital grace.
Oh, make my mirror-heart thy shining place,
And then my soul, awaking with the morn,
Shall be a waking joy, eternally new-born.
George MacDonald, Diary of an Old Soul
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Last summer, as I was traveling with one of our elders on a train 
from Romania to Vienna, during a stop in Bucharest a young Ira-
nian man got on the train and sat opposite us. We began to converse 
with him, and we learned that he was in the process of escaping from 
Iran. We have been corresponding since last year, and I want to share 
with you this morning from a letter he wrote to me:

I must say my English language is not very well…in Iran the 
Islamic Republic doesn’t give any praise for teaching English to 
students. I have learned English language only with some guide-
books without teacher’s help. So I hope you pardon me if you are 
seeing very wrong words or grammar in my letter.

I became politically active against my government in Iran. At first, 
my government did not let me continue my studies at the Uni-
versity of Tehran. They sent me out of the university. After this, 
they were searching for me, but before they could catch me, I 
escaped from Iran. I came out of Iran illegally. I escaped over the 
mountains and through numerous forests. I passed from the fron-
tier between Iran and Turkey. I went from Turkey to the Eastern 
Europe, Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, and Hungary. At last I arrived in 
Austria the same time as you. I must say I did not have a true pass-
port, My passport was a counterfeit, since in Iran if you conduct 
political activity the Islamic government won’t issue a passport to 
leave Iran.

My brother was killed in the Iran land nearby the Basreh (the 
harbor in the Persian Gulf ). He was killed with a chemical bomb. 
Iranian soldiers, searching for killed soldiers could not find him 
for almost two weeks. After this long time they found him and 
brought him behind the war square for relatives to identify bod-
ies. The chemical bomb and the intense sunshine in that burning 
field decomposed his body.

Now that I am writing this letter I remember my brother’s re-
mains. My parents and I could not recognize him in the refrig-
eration room. We did a great trying, at last we could recognize 
him. I will never forget that sight. Just now, in my eyes tears have 
gathered.

We shared with this young man the fact that his country, Persia, is 
mentioned in the Old Testament. From the book of Isaiah we shared 
with him the account of the Persian King Cyrus’ assault and destruc-
tion of Babylon. But he said, “I don’t want God in my life. If there is 
a God, where is justice to be found in Iran today?”

How would you answer that question? Where is justice to be 
found in Jerusalem this week, as Jew and Palestinian seek to kill each 
other? Where is justice to be found in the killing fields of Cambodia? 
Where is justice to be found in racially divided South Africa? Where 
is justice to be found in the United States, where we are discovering 
widespread abuse being practiced in family after family? If God is 
truly sovereign, where is justice to be found?

This is the question which the prophet Isaiah will answer for the 
Jewish exiles in Babylon. Israel is in exile. Her temple lies in ru-
ins, burned with fire. She who was to be a light to all the nations 
languishes under the torment of idolatrous Babylon. Israel’s God is 
mocked. His people are derided among the nations. How long will 
this continue? Does Israel have a future? Will she be forever lost and 
relegated to lay in the dust of broken dreams? When will God vindi-
cate his people and bring his justice to bear?

Out of the ashes of Israel’s captivity come the words of Isaiah. 
There is a bright future for God’s people, says the prophet. It lies 
with the One who will take on the role of his Servant, Israel. This 
One will not only bring restoration to his people, but he will bring 
justice to all the nations.

This Servant’s life and ministry are poetically described in four 
Servant Songs (Isa 42:1-4; 49:1-9; 50:4-11; 52:13–53:12), each of which 
builds in beauty and intensity. In all of Scripture there is no better 
place to discover the glory of Jesus Christ than in these songs.

We will begin this morning by reading the first of the Servant 
Songs, from Isaiah 42:1-4:

“Behold, My servant, whom I uphold,
My chosen one, in whom My soul delights;
I have put My Spirit upon Him,
He will bring forth justice to the nations
He will not cry out or raise His voice,
Nor make His voice heard in the street.
A bruised reed He will not break,
And a dimly burning wick He will not extinguish;
He will faithfully bring forth justice.
He will not grow dim or be crushed,
Until He has established justice in the earth;
And the coastlands will wait expectantly for His law.” (NASB)

I. The instrument of justice: The Servant of the Lord 
(42:1)

First, we will look at the identity, the credentials, and the task of 
this Servant.
A. The identity of the Servant

This song of the ideal Servant uses much of the same language 
which Isaiah uses to describe Israel as the servant of the Lord. Isaiah 
41:8-10:

“But you, Israel, My servant,
Jacob whom I have chosen,
Descendent of Abraham My friend,
You whom I have taken hold of from the ends of the earth,
And called from its remotest parts,
And said to you, ‘You are My servant,
I have chosen you and not rejected you.
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Do not fear, for I am with you;
Do not anxiously look about you, for I am your God.
I will strengthen you, surely I will help you,
Surely I will uphold you with My righteous right hand.’ ”

But this Servant is not the nation Israel. “He is not identified as 
such (Isaiah 41:8; 44:2; 45:4); his role is active, not passive; he minis-
ters to Israel (see v. 6) and he suffers willingly and obediently (v. 2). 
He is identified with Jesus Christ in the New Testament (Matthew 
12:15-21)” (Bruce Waltke). Thus, he will bring universal justice and 
light to the nations (v. 4), and an everlasting covenant (v. 6), doing 
what Israel failed to do. To the age-old question, “Where will justice 
be found?” Isaiah answers, “Justice is found in the ministry of the 
Servant of the Lord.”
B. The credentials of the Servant: Backed by God himself

“Behold, My servant whom I uphold,
My chosen one, in whom My soul delights;”

The title, “My Servant” (verse 1), is the highest accolade given in 
the Old Testament. It was bestowed on very few individuals, just 
three, in fact—Moses, David, and Job. It refers to an honored indi-
vidual, one who is chosen as an instrument to further the kingdom 
of God, one who serves God with his whole heart. The parallel term 
in Scripture, “I uphold,” is used of God’s unique relationship to his 
Messianic King. It carries the idea of being strengthened and placed 
in the intimate protection of God because of the King’s integrity.

Secondly, this Servant is called “My chosen one, in whom My soul 
delights.” Like Israel, this Servant is uniquely chosen by God. Israel 
was a particular people who were chosen by God to bless all peoples, 
but the nation failed in that assignment. God was still faithful to his 
promise, however. Out of the ashes of the nation he is now creating 
something new—a new Servant. This One will encompass in his 
person everything Israel was intended to be. He will be a light to 
the nations; and he will inaugurate a new covenant which will stand 
forever. Unlike Israel, this chosen One is righteous, thus God de-
lights in him: “Thou art My beloved Son, in Thee I am well-pleased” 
(Luke 3:22). The implication is clear: If you reject this Servant, you 
are rejecting the Father.

Thirdly, Isaiah tells of the task which this Servant will accom-
plish.
C. The task of the servant: Worldwide justice

“I have put My Spirit upon Him,	
He will bring forth justice to the nations.”

The basic concept behind the Hebrew word for justice, mishpat, 
involves three parties: the oppressed party, the oppressor, and a third 
party who intervenes to judge the oppressor and free the oppressed. 
This judgment, which punishes one party and liberates the other, 
is called “justice.” Here we have the theme of the book of Judges: 
Oppressed Israel cries out to God, and he is moved in pity to send 
a judge who punishes the oppressor and sets the nation free. Given 
her situation in Babylon, Israel might have expected God to destroy 
the Gentile nations. This was what the Zealots of Jesus’ day hoped 
for—that the Messiah would save Israel by destroying Rome. But 
here Isaiah is referring to a new, different kind of justice. What good 
was accomplished by God’s delivering of Israel in the past? It did not 
succeed in changing the wicked heart of the nation. In the words of 
C. S. Lewis, “No arrangement of bad eggs makes a good omelet.”

But in this text, Isaiah has a new definition for justice: “He will 
bring forth justice to the nations.” In the words “bring forth,” the 

verb form and tense speak of birthing something new. In Exodus, 
God brought the nation out of Egypt and birthed them as a brand 
new nation (Exod 3:10-12; 13:3, 9, 14, 16; 14:11; 18:1; 20:2). Isaiah says 
that this Servant will establish a deeper and richer justice.

In earlier chapters, the prophet presents the Lord in a legal set-
ting as he examines the idols of the Gentiles, and then proves their 
worthlessness (Isa 41:5-7, 21-29). They are the real oppressors of life; 
they enslave the human heart and soul. Justice in this context reveals 
that, rather than destroying the nations, God will judge their idols 
and invite the Gentile world to participate in the Servant’s salvation. 
The Zealots wanted Jesus to destroy Rome, but Rome was far too 
small an enemy for this Servant.

Once, when a man asked Jesus to arbitrate between him and his 
brother, who was oppressing him, Jesus replied, “Who appointed 
me a judge over you?” Think about that for a moment. The Messiah 
was to bring justice and judgment, but on this occasion Jesus went 
on to issue a warning against greed. Both brothers were greedy, so 
no matter how their inheritance was divided, justice would not be 
done; their hearts were still enslaved to greed and idolatry. At times, 
couples come to me for marriage counseling, hoping to make me 
a referee between them to solve their grievances. If this is the spirit 
they demonstrate, it takes but a moment to discern that they cannot 
be helped. If, however, they face up to their own wickedness, and if 
they confess their bitterness and anger towards each other, then there 
is hope for reconciliation.

This is the kind of justice which this Servant will accomplish. I 
told my Iranian friend that he would not see justice accomplished 
externally among the nations. It was to be found only in a Person, 
in Jesus Christ. “Get a copy of the gospel of John,” I told him, “and 
come to know this Person, then you will find justice in the heart.”

“I have put My Spirit upon Him,” says our text. The Servant has 
the full measure of God’s Spirit upon him to bring forth his king-
dom. This theme is reminiscent of Moses, who had the Spirit in 
such great measure that a mere portion of it caused seventy men to 
prophesy (Num 11:25). By that Spirit, Moses gave birth to the nation 
Israel. This Servant will be greater indeed than Moses (Heb 3:3), for 
he will give birth to a new nation of both Jews and Gentiles who by 
the Spirit will have the law written on their hearts.

Justice will come to the nations through the Servant of the Lord, 
who has the unique credentials as Israel’s Messiah. His justice will be 
far deeper than physical justice, for it will be a justice that frees the 
human heart from idolatry.

And how will this Servant implement justice?

II. The implementation of justice: Suffering (42:2-3)
“He will not cry out (from oppression) nor lift up (his voice)
Nor make His voice heard in the street.
A bruised reed He will not break,
And a dimly burning wick He will not extinguish;
He will faithfully bring forth justice.”

A. He will not seek his own justice (42:2)

This servant will be oppressed, as Israel was oppressed, but he 
will not respond like Israel—”He will not cry out…in the streets.” 
The verb “to cry out” was often used as a cry for help in distress or 
oppression (Isa 19:20; 33:7; 42:1; 46:7; 65:14). In her distress, Israel 
cried out in the public places and her voice could be heard all the 
way to Jahaz:
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In their streets they have girded themselves with sackcloth;
On their housetops and in their squares,
Everyone is wailing, dissolved in tears.
Hesbon and Elealeh also cry out,
Their voice is heard all the way to Jahaz. (Isa 15:3-4a)

Even today when Israel is oppressed, her voice can be heard crying 
out all over the world. But this Servant does not cry out because he 
does not seek his own justice. He suffers in absolute silence.

He was oppressed and He was afflicted,
Yet He did not open His mouth;
Like a lamb that is led to slaughter,
And like a sheep that is silent before its shearers,
So He did not open His mouth. (Isa 53:7)

If you want to enter into the ministry of this Servant, do not be 
a noisy lobbyist for your own rights. Although he will be oppressed, 
this Servant will not cry out. On the contrary,
B. He will seek justice for others (42:3)

“A bruised reed He will not break,
And a dimly burning wick He will not extinguish;
He will faithfully bring forth justice.”

He will lift up the poor and needy: “A bruised reed He will not 
break.” He will carry injustice in the soul, and this will allow him to 
liberate others. He won’t break you, or lay anything on you, rather, 
he will take your burden, as Matthew declares, “Come to Me, all 
who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest. Take My 
yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble 
in heart; and you shall find rest for you souls. For My yoke is easy, 
and My load is light” (Matt 11:28-30). To the prostitute, Jesus said, 
“Your sins are forgiven.” To Matthew, the compromiser who sought 
financial security and betrayed his nation, the man who lived with 
prostitutes and brigands, Jesus said, “I want to come to your home 
for dinner.” He did not add one thing to the load which they bore. 
Oppression had taught him this.

And he will give light and faith to those in darkness: “A dim-
ly burning wick He will not extinguish.” A “dimly burning wick” 
speaks figuratively of people who have almost lost their spiritual re-
sources of faith and hope (Bruce Waltke). This Servant fans the faith 
of those who are hurting. In Mark 9:24, the father of the demon-
possessed boy said to Jesus, “If you can, you can heal my son.” Jesus 
replied, “If I can? All things are possible to those who believe.” The 
man said, “I do believe, help my unbelief!” “Come to me on my 
terms,” in other words, “I know nothing of theology. Take me as 
I am.” And that is what Jesus did. He never rebuked or laid an ad-
ditional burden on anyone who came to him by faith. That is the 
kind of Servant we have. He never sought justice for himself, rather 
he remained silent in the face of abuse. This is what qualified him to 
seek out the bruised reeds and the dimly burning wicks from among 
the multitudes. I shared this with my Iranian friend, telling him, 
“Like you, this Servant has undergone great pain and injustice, so he 
can lift your burden of pain.”

The implementation of justice will come through suffering. Rath-
er than seeking his own vindication, however, this Servant will use 
the oppression which he suffered in order to bring salvation to oth-
ers. Oswald Chambers wrote, “One of the great stirring truths of the 
Bible is that the man who looks for justice from others is a fool. In 
moral and spiritual life, if a man has a sense of injustice, he ceases 
to be of value to his fellow man. Our Lord teaches us not to look 

for justice, but never cease to give it. That is not common sense, it is 
either madness or Christianity.”

Finally, Isaiah tells us of the perfection of justice by the Servant.

III. The perfection of justice (42:1d, 3c, 4b,c)
“He will not grow dim or be crushed,
Until He has established justice in the earth;
And the coastlands will wait expectantly for His law.”

A. He will not be crushed until… (42:4a)

When I am around dimly burning wicks and crushed reeds, I too 
become dim and crushed. But not this Servant. When he encounters 
these kinds of people, his faith is not extinguished. And he is not 
crushed. His life will be spent, but every ounce of his energies will 
be successful.

On the cross, as God was pouring out his holy wrath on his Ser-
vant, the devil and sin were robbed on their power; the grip of idola-
try was broken. The story of the thief on the cross is not about last-
minute conversions. The spotlight in that incident is on the Servant. 
Even in his last hours of life he is not trying to vindicate himself or 
seek what is rightly his. What he wants instead is to liberate some-
one else. Next to him on the cross was a rebel, one who epitomized 
everything that Israel had become, a revolutionary grasping for the 
kingdom. But with just a few words, the Servant accomplished the 
liberation of this rebel, and took him to heaven with him. This is 
how successful this Servant is. He is forever surrounded by the dim 
and the crushed, but he will not be dimmed or crushed “until he has 
established justice in the earth.” Here we have a hint that he himself 
will be crushed. And he was indeed crushed by the cross; his light did 
go out, but not until justice had been established.

Next, Isaiah describes the perfection of justice.
B. Justice is perfected (42:1d, 3c, 4b,c)

“He will bring forth justice to the nations…
He will faithfully bring forth justice…
And the coastlands will wait expectantly for His law.”

This new justice will be universal. It will not be limited to Israel, 
but will extend to the nations. We can go anywhere and offer it.

And it will be everlasting. “Faithfully” literally means, “according 
to the truth.” In Hebrew, truth and faithfulness are closely related, 
because truth stands forever. This text may be alluding to the ever-
lasting covenant which Jesus would inaugurate (Heb 8:6-13; 13:20). 
There will never ever be any need for another sacrifice because what 
Jesus did was done at the level of the spirit. It’s over, done with, 
finished!

And finally, it will be long-awaited for: “The coastlands will wait 
expectantly for His law [instruction].” “Coastlands” and “islands” 
were terms used to indicate the most remote places on the earth from 
Israel’s standpoint. This deep spiritual hunger among the nations 
is anticipated even in the gospels (Mark 7:24-30). The coastlands 
were not waiting for a law, but for this Servant to instruct them. 
Thus, when Jesus commissioned his disciples to make disciples of all 
nations, they were to go forth in expectation that the nations were 
already longing for this good news.

I did not have to tell my Iranian friend that there was a spiritual 
issue in his life that needed to be faced. He was already prepared. 
He wrote to me from Austria, saying, “Here I am. I risked my life 
to be free, and I am free politically, but I have discovered there is 
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deep prejudice against foreigners. So I’m still not free.” He is hunger-
ing for another kind of justice, where people’s hearts are set free in 
love and unity. This is what the Servant is accomplishing in a new 
humanity which loves from the heart. His justice will be perfect, 
universal, and everlasting.

In this song, the Servant is put forward by God himself as the One 
who will bring universal justice to the nations. God fully provides his 
credentials, and he responds by not seeking his own justice, but the 
justice of others. In the process, oppression does not crush him, but 
is used to perfect justice. Justice is found in no one else!

Implications for ministry
A. Proper credentials for ministry

Although the term “servant of the Lord” is used but a few times 
in the Old Testament as a title of highest accolade, Paul uses it to 
describe himself as an apostle. By implication, all Christians are “ser-
vants of the Lord” by virtue of our being “in Christ.” Therefore, his 
credentials must be our credentials. Before we can begin to minister 
we also must take great delight that he has chosen us to be in Christ 
(Eph 1:3-4), and poured his Spirit into our hearts. With the gift of 
the Spirit we also receive divine gifts (1 Cor 12, Rom 12, Eph 4) which 
enable us to minister the life of Christ to others. It is essential that a 
Christian learn to minister through the power of the Holy Spirit, by 
the divine gifts of the Spirit, and not in his own strength.
B. Proper goal for ministry

The apostles used the ministry of Jesus as the model for our min-
istry (1 Pet 2:21-25), therefore his task and method must be ours. This 
is not an option. Like Jesus, we must seek “true” justice in the world 
by proclaiming “release to the captives” through the gospel. Our goal 
is not merely social justice, but a deeper justice that allows us to go 
through unjust suffering (injustice) to make the gospel known, and 
thus liberate the captives from the real bondage of idolatry.

Let us follow the example of Jesus. He refused to act as a judge 
between two brothers who were seeking physical justice, but rather 
pointed them to a higher justice by showing them that greed in their 
own hearts was the real enemy, not their brother (see Luke 12:13-15).
C. Proper expectations and demeanor

As servants of the Lord we must have proper expectations from 
this life. As our Lord suffered so shall we, for “the slave is not greater 
than his master.” And like Jesus, we must adopt the proper response 
to suffering, and not seek our own justice but the justice of others 
(Matt 20:25-28). Let us be like Christ, not clamoring for our rights, 
but silently looking to our Heavenly Father, the true Judge, for our 
vindication.

D. Proper focus in ministry

As Jesus’ rejection and suffering opened up the door of ministry, 
so shall it be with us. Let us ask God to use our suffering to benefit 
others who are downtrodden and despairing. Ministry is not pro-
grams but availability to people. Peter tells us of the great open door 
for ministry that is open to us when we suffer for righteousness, for 
it is then that “the Spirit of glory and of God rests upon you” (1 Pet 
4:14).

Finally, our text reveals that God has already created an intense 
longing for the New Covenant in the hearts of many. Let us there-
fore trust him to lead us to those whom he has already prepared, 
just as Philip was led by the Spirit to the Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 
8:26ff). 	

I will close by reading the last paragraph of my friend’s letter:
You had written in your letter, Jesus is creating a brand new hu-
manity that loves and is filled with his peace, and one day this will 
culminate in a whole new heavens and a new earth. I really hope 
and will wish that your opinions become certain. In my opinion 
these expressions are certain. I think in that time there is no dis-
agreeable morality or enmity and all the people of the world will 
live in peace and tranquility. You had written me if I can, to buy 
John’s book [the gospel of John; I should have told him the New 
Testament], but I have searched for finding that, but I was not 
able to find John’s book in three cities that are nearby my pension. 
I hope I can find that book in the future [there is one in the mail 
right now!].
Please write me again. I remain yours truly, ————
There are multitudes of people like my Iranian friend out there 

waiting to be liberated. Will you take on the ministry of the Ser-
vant and offer them the true justice of the kingdom, a justice of the 
heart?
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Have you ever been disillusioned in your walk of faith? I must 
confess that I have. But we must recognize that oftentimes we be-
come disillusioned because we have a faulty understanding of the 
Scriptures; we claim promises that really are not promises.

One of the most painful and tragic examples in the history of 
the church of a faulty understanding of the Bible resulted in the 
Children’s Crusade of the twelfth century. In 1212 a young French 
shepherd lad named Stephen claimed to have had a vision in which 
Christ appeared to him as a pilgrim and appealed to him to gather 
an army of children to rescue the holy places of Israel from the Turks. 
If they would obey, the Mediterranean Sea would part, and they 
would cross to the African continent on dry land, just like the occa-
sion in the Old Testament when the children of Joshua crossed over 
the Red Sea. As news of the vision was carried afar, a great wave of 
enthusiasm built up all the way from Brittany to the Pyrenees. An 
army of 30,000 boys and girls was assembled. As they marched to the 
sea, they sang in faith, “We go to God, and seek for the holy cross 
beyond the sea.” The poet, Charles Kingsley, wrote these lines,

The rich East blooms fragrant before us;
All Fairy-land beckons us forth,
We must follow the crane in her flight o’er the main,
From the posts and the moors of the North.
When the army of children reached Marseilles, in the south of 

France, however, the waters of the Mediterranean did not part, and 
10,000 of them perished. Others went on to Genoa, in Italy, to sail 
the Adriatic, but the Alps took a tragic toll on their numbers. Hard-
ship, death, and moral shipwreck reduced the army from 20,000 to 
7,000. Others fell prey to slave traders who promised passage “for 
the sake of God and without price.” The children were either ship-
wrecked on the island of San Pietro, off the coast of Sardinia, or they 
were sold into slavery in Africa. The Children’s Crusade had become 
the slaughter of the innocents.

Everyone who reads and interprets the text of Scripture incor-
rectly will end up disillusioned.

But what happens if you read and interpret the text correctly and 
things still go utterly awry? Has that ever happened to you? This was 
the experience of the Servant, in the book of Isaiah. Today, in this 
remarkable text, the second Servant Song (49:1-6), we will examine 
the Servant’s personal testimony concerning himself, and the role he 
would play in terms of his ministry.

Isaiah has been describing the nation of Israel. Occasionally, 
breaking through the text like a lightning flash, the prophet describes 
the coming One, the Ideal Servant, who will be the true Israel. He 
begins by saying,

Listen to Me, O islands,
And pay attention, you peoples from afar.

The Servant makes his plea to the farthest outposts of the earth, 
and beckons everyone to give full weight (“Listen to Me” = listen 

with the intent to obey) to his testimony. These texts ought to serve 
as a model for evangelism, since they so clearly declare the testimony 
of the Son to the nations, and the process by which he came to un-
derstand his ministry. I love the personal testimonies of Christians. I 
love to enter, as it were, into the history of someone who is open to 
sharing his story, and how life’s circumstances changed his thinking. 
This is what the Servant is doing here in this second Servant Song.

But, amazingly, we discover, right in the very heart of his testi-
mony, that the Servant became utterly disillusioned. He had read the 
text, he understood who he was, and exactly what he was supposed 
to do, but as history was played out there was no evidence that he 
had the impact God declared he would have. Here is his assessment 
of his own ministry (49:4a): “But I said, ‘I have toiled in vain, I have 
spent My strength for nothing and vanity.’” Are you surprised to 
discover that this is the testimony of the Servant? This marvelous text 
will show us what we should do when, even after we have followed 
the instructions, things still go awry.

Our text has three parts. The Servant tells of his preparation for 
ministry (vv 1-2); then, the pain of his disillusionment (vsv 3-4); and 
finally, his new perspective on his ministry (vv 5-6).

I. The Servant’s preparation for ministry (49:1-2)
A. His Calling: A Prophet (49:1)

Listen to Me, O islands
And pay attention, you peoples from afar.
From the womb the Lord called Me,
From the body of My mother He named Me.

The language used in these verses declare that this One will be 
the unique prophet of Israel: “From the womb the Lord called Me, 
From the body of My mother He named Me.” It signifies that this 
Servant will have a ministry like the prophets of Israel, who were 
called to restore the nation to their God. Prophesying the birth of 
Jesus, the angel Gabriel said to Mary, “Behold, you will conceive in 
your womb, and bear a son, and you shall name Him Jesus” (Luke 
1:31). Samuel, the first prophet in the Bible, was dedicated from his 
mother’s womb to be a prophet. This verse is also reminiscent of the 
great prophet Jeremiah’s calling (Jer 1:5f ). Like Jeremiah, this Ser-
vant’s entire life will be affected by this call, and he will lament his 
apparent failure (see Matt 23:34-35).

Verse 2 declares that the Servant is given gifts to fulfill his call-
ing.

B. His Gift: Penetrating speech (49:2)	

And He has made My mouth like a sharp sword;
In the shadow of His hand He has concealed Me;
And He has also made Me a sharpened arrow,
He has hidden Me in His quiver.
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The Servant will have the gift of effective preaching. He will not 
institute the kingdom of God by the sword or by military power, but 
will minister like the great prophets, Isaiah and Jeremiah, using the 
gift of preaching. His speech will be like a sharp sword (it will pen-
etrate to the intentions of the heart), and it will be like a sharpened 
or polished arrow (it will cover a broad range). Jesus was tested many 
times in his ministry by adversaries who were seeking to trap him, 
but the Scripture says of him, “No one spoke like this one. He speaks 
not like the scribes or the Pharisees, but as one who has authority.” 
When he responded to disclose the motives of others, he laid bare 
their true intentions, yet he never became defiled by their vindictive-
ness and wickedness.

The Servant knew his calling and his ministry. Do you know 
yours? It is a marvelous thing in life to know your calling, because 
then you can focus on where you should concentrate your efforts. 
This is why Jesus could say, “Even if I bear testimony to myself it is 
true, because I know where I came from and where I am going.” In 
Mark 1, while he was praying to his Father, Peter interrupted him, 
saying that a crowd had gathered, seeking to be healed. But Jesus 
refused, and said he was going to travel elsewhere to preach, which 
was his true calling. Healing was secondary; it was merely meant to 
authenticate his preaching.

What made the Servant’s speech so effective? It was because he 
was hidden and prepared in secret: “In the shadow of His hand He 
has concealed Me;…He has hidden Me in His quiver.” Under the 
silent, protective hand of God this Servant would be trained to speak 
in secret. For 30 years this arrow was hidden, and polished, thus 
making him more effective. God does his best work in the dark!

How different from what we do today! If anyone demonstrates 
any kind of giftedness today, he is immediately thrust in front of the 
TV cameras so that everyone can hear what he has to say. Have you 
noticed how hard it is for football players or baseball players to ar-
ticulate their feelings or thoughts about a game they have just played 
in? A famous Bay Area baseball player has a telephone service which 
people call, and for a price they get to hear this man speak. But when 
they call the number, all they hear him talk about is what he ate that 
day, or where he went shopping. Speech, but no substance!

But not so with the Servant. He is hidden. This ought to encour-
age mothers. Motherhood is just about the last occupation left today 
where all the work is done in secret, offstage. Once the child goes on 
stage, as it were, it is too late for training. The mother teaches the 
child to pray and to speak in the privacy of the home. And this is 
what Jesus did with the twelve arrows he picked: He trained them 
in secret.

In 1972, while I was still an intern at this church, I accompanied 
Ray Stedman to a pastors’ conference, where he was to be one of the 
speakers. At lunch on the first day, a few hours before he was due to 
speak, Ray took a paper napkin and wrote out five points which he 
planned to share. Later, addressing the assembled pastors, he spoke 
on the necessity for discipleship in our present evil age. His speech 
uncovered the true priorities of Scripture, and laid bare the hearts 
of many present. I sat there, spellbound, listening to every word. I 
thought to myself, “But it only took him five minutes to prepare! 
Maybe preaching isn’t too difficult after all.” I prayed that day that I 
too would become a conference speaker.

I have done a little of that since then, and I have learned some-
thing: Ray’s words were not prepared in five minutes at the lunch 
table! What he took into the pulpit that day was the result of a life-

time of walking with God. From the time he was a teenager, in secret 
he had communicated with God. He had studied the Bible from 
Genesis to Revelation. He had read history and the sciences. And 
he had never forgotten anything that he read. When we installed 
computers at church, we realized that Ray hardly needed one to store 
the vast amount of data he has encoded on his “hard disc”—his pho-
tographic memory. All he was doing with the napkin that day was 
arranging in a few notes to himself the material in the “hard disc.” 
What had made him a great preacher was all those years of prepara-
tion when he was hidden in the quiver. I have given up my desire to 
be a conference speaker. Now my prayer is, “Hide me, O Lord, in 
the shadow of your wings. Teach me, hone me, in the quietness of 
your tent.”

The Servant will be called from the womb as the prophet of God, 
and he will be equipped with speech (powerful preaching) that will 
be effective in advancing the kingdom of heaven.

In the next verses, however, the Servant shares his disillusion-
ment.

II. The Servant’s realization during his ministry 
(49:3-4)
A. Realization of a past promise: His task to be Israel (49:3)

And He said to Me, “You are My servant, Israel,
In whom I will show My glory.”

The Servant here is recalling a promise which the Father made to 
him: He had a specific calling from God, and the Father was backing 
him. The same title was given to Israel (Isa 44:23) as the one through 
whom God would show his glory. When the text was written, Israel 
had been dismantled and exiled. But God in his faithfulness would 
send a Servant who would accomplish everything Israel was designed 
to be, and in the process create an Israel who would obey him from 
the heart, in the New Covenant.

There may be the idea here that the Servant would be what Israel 
was meant to be all along, and that he would reconstitute Israel as a 
nation around himself. Therefore, to be in the true Israel, one must 
be in Christ (Isa 44:23; 60:21; 61:3; Rom 2:28-29). Thus, Jesus ap-
pointed 12 apostles, out of whom would be created 12 new tribes of 
Israel. When the Servant stepped out on stage, he had expectations 
of glory, privilege and success. Even the angels said of him, “He will 
be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High; and the Lord 
God will give Him the throne of His father David; and He will reign 
over the house of Jacob forever; and His kingdom will have no end” 
(Luke 1:31-33). Yet he was to become disillusioned.
B. Realization of his present failure: Rejection by Israel (49:4)

But I said, “I have toiled in vain,
I have spent My strength for nothing and vanity;”

Notice what the Servant says of himself, “But I said, ‘I have toiled 
in vain,’ ‘I have spent My strength for nothing and vanity.’ ” The Ser-
vant is brutally honest: He is disillusioned. God had promised him 
glory, and had promised that Israel would see that glory and return 
to God, but the promise was an empty one, it seemed.

When we become disillusioned, we tend to walk off the stage and 
stop talking to God. But we should not do this. Rather, we must 
be like the prophets, who poured out their honest feelings to God. 
Jeremiah did this. He called God a wadi, a dried-up river bed (Jer 
15:14); one minute, it’s filled with water, the next, it’s dry. The Servant 
tells the Father that his promise seems vain.
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When this text was written, Israel was in chaos, held captive in 
Babylon, dispersed among the nations. Then came the Servant, in 
whom God would display his glory. His mission was to regather 
Israel, so he gathered 12 apostles to create his church. But Israel re-
jected the Servant. That is why, just days before his crucifixion, Jesus 
cried, “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, who kills the prophets and stones 
those who are sent to her! How often I wanted to gather your chil-
dren together, the way a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, and 
you were unwilling” (Matt 23:37).

And what happened to the 12 apostles? They were scattered. Be-
fore the crucifixion, Jesus said to them, “You will all fall away because 
of Me this night, for it is written, ‘I will strike down the shepherd, 
and the sheep of the flock shall be scattered’” (Matt 26:31). When 
this text was written, in 586 BC, Israel was scattered and in chaos. 
When Jesus created a new nation in the 12 apostles, at the end of 
his ministry they too were scattered. Nothing had changed. This is 
why Jesus honestly says, “I have toiled in vain.” The Servant knew 
his calling, and he was prepared, but in the end, he had to confess, 
“All is vain.”

He expresses himself even more strongly in the words, “I have 
spent My strength for nothing and vanity.” All he sees is a tohu and 
a hevel. Tohu is the word used in Genesis 1:2 to describe the chaos on 
every hand before God began his creative work, before he brought 
order. And that is what the Servant saw—nothing but a tohu, a cha-
os, after he began his new order. Then he refers to his work as a hevel, 
a vapor—the very word which the Preacher in Ecclesiastes used to 
describe all of life. Everything was utterly transitory, a breath, a va-
por. The Servant could not discern any order or meaning in what he 
had accomplished.

America’s greatest theologian, Jonathan Edwards, gave his life to 
preaching. He prepared in secret, 13 hours a day, so that when he 
spoke, even in a monotone, which was his style, revival broke out in 
the form of the Great Awakening on the East Coast in the 1700’s. 
After 25 years of faithful and fruitful ministry, however, Jonathan 
Edwards was dismissed by his church because he held that only those 
who were born again, not just churchgoers, should take commu-
nion. A tohu and a hevel were what he had to face at the end of his 
ministry.

This is what some parents have to deal with after a lifetime spent 
raising their children. Psalm 128 says of the man who fears the Lord, 
“Your wife shall be a fruitful vine, Within your house, your children 
like olive plants around your table.” When you look at your home, 
however, it appears more like a war zone than the tranquil, fruitful 
scene pictured in the psalm.

This is what the Servant honestly shares in these verses.
But he doesn’t end there

C. The realization of a future hope: The faithfulness of the God of 
Israel (49:4b)

“Yet surely the justice due to Me is with the Lord,
And My reward with My God.”

The Servant is saying that, despite the fact that there was absolute-
ly no visible evidence that his ministry had met with any success—
that although he was called Israel he did not regather Israel—yet he 
is going to trust the God of Israel that he had accomplished what he 
was called to do, and he would be rewarded. Jesus’ prayer in John 17 
is taken from this text: “I glorified Thee on the earth, having accom-
plished the work which Thou hast given Me to do. I manifested Thy 

name to the men whom Thou gavest me out of the world…And now 
glorify Thou Me together with Thyself, Father, with the glory which 
I had with Thee before the world was” (John 17:4-6).

Jesus had to undergo the same process in his thinking as Abraham 
had when he offered Isaac on the altar of sacrifice. The Servant saw 
no visible results in his task to create a new nation, but the God 
of Israel whom he served was the God who brought life from the 
dead. This is what Abraham came to understand. If Isaac truly was 
the promised seed, then God would raise him from the dead. If the 
12 apostles were the seed of the new nation, then God would raise 
it from the dead, and the Servant would see the fruits of his labor 
in the resurrection (Heb 12:2). This was the thought process which 
brought him to this point, and this was what allowed him to set his 
face like a flint and enter Jerusalem, to endure the agony of the cross, 
knowing his work was done. He trusted the God of Abraham, the 
God of Israel who brings life from the dead.

The Servant was called to be Israel, and his rejection by Israel 
caused him to believe that he had spent his strength in vain. But this 
in turn would cause him to strengthen his hope in God, who would 
vindicate his ministry.

Finally, the Servant shares the new perspective on his ministry 
that he gained from the Father. The opening words, “And now says 
the Lord,” again shows that this song is a conversation between the 
Lord and his Servant. We are permitted to enter into the prayer life 
of the Servant as he wrestles with these issues.

III. The Servant’s new perspective of his ministry 
(49:5-6)
A. The original task and privilege (49:5)

And now says the Lord, who formed Me from the womb to be 
His Servant,

To bring Jacob back to Him, in order that Israel might be gath-
ered to Him

(For I am honored in the sight of the Lord,
And My God is My strength).

The Servant repeats his original calling from God, to demonstrate 
that “the gifts and calling of God are irrevocable” (Rom 11:29). God 
said it; it was going to come about. The task would be accomplished. 
This original mission was a supreme honor (5c), and the Servant is 
supplied with the resources of God himself to accomplish the task.

This suggests that though the Servant was rejected by the nation 
while he was on earth, this task would not be set aside; it would be 
accomplished in a new and greater way. Some theologians say that 
Jesus failed to fulfill “Plan A”—his mission to regather Israel—so 
now he is going to the Gentiles—“Plan B.” But there never was a 
second plan. On the contrary, God’s original and only plan would be 
fulfilled in a better and greater way than anyone ever imagined. This 
is why the Servant repeats his earlier words, “[He] formed Me from 
the womb to be His Servant, To bring Jacob back to Him, in order 
that Israel might be gathered to Him.”
B. The new task: Greater privilege (49:6)

He says, “It is too small a thing that You should be My Servant,
To raise up the tribes of Jacob, and to restore the preserved ones 

of Israel;”
How difficult a task was it to remake the nation? Ezekiel saw Israel 

as dead bones and graves (Ezek 37:1-14). It would require a miracle 
of resurrection to take the bones from the grave, and the wind of the 
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Holy Spirit to put sinews and flesh on them and breathe life into 
them again, so that Israel would have a heart that would respond to 
God. What a great task, and an honorable thing to accomplish!

Yet, God says that even this was too small a thing for his Ser-
vant.

“I will also make You a light to the nations,
So that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth.”

Following the cross and the resurrection, not only would the 12 
tribes be regathered to sit at table in heaven, but people from every 
tribe and nation—Romanians, Indonesians, Australians, Colombi-
ans, people from right here in Silicon Valley—will sit next to the 
regathered Jews. It was too small a thing for this Servant to raise up 
just Israel alone; he is also the Light to the nations.

This one verse in the second Servant Song is amplified by the 
apostle Paul in chapters 9–11 of the book of Romans. Far from cast-
ing off his people, God is using their rejection to bring salvation to 
the nations. Through the conversion of the nations he shall restore 
Israel, using their own jealousy of the Gentiles to accomplish his 
purposes. And even though Paul knew the programme intimately, in 
his ministry as the apostle to the Gentiles he, too, was disillusioned. 
Together with representatives from the Gentile churches, he brought 
a love offering to the church in Jerusalem, hoping that when they 
saw this, the whole nation would see the work of the Servant. But 
we do not know if the money was even accepted. Paul died in obscu-
rity, writing letters from his prison cell. The churches which he had 
founded were falling apart—a tohu, a chaos. But God was saying the 
same thing to the apostle that he had said to the Servant: “It is too 
small a thing that you should raise up believers in your generation: 
You will have Jews and Gentiles yet unborn who will read your let-
ters thousands of years from now sitting at table with you, too.”

Thus the Servant gains a whole new perspective on his ministry. 
What looked like apparent failure will take on a new, transcendent 
significance through the resurrection.

We are all familiar with the great Shema of the Old Testament: 
“Hear O Israel, the Lord is your God, the Lord is one.” In the open-
ing verse of this song, however, the Servant rewrites Old Testament 
theology:

Listen to Me, O islands,
And pay attention, you peoples from afar.

The words, “Listen to Me,” hearken back to the famous Shema. 
But now, with the coming of the Servant, the nations are included 
in the Shema, and the Servant is identified with the God of Israel: 
“Listen to Me”—listen to the Servant, in other words. He is claiming 
to have the same weight as Yahweh in the Old Testament! Now, how-
ever, rather than appealing to Israel, he appeals to the islands—”you 
people from afar.” All are now included in the Shema.

The last time this phrase, “people from afar,” was spoken, in Isaiah 
5:26; 8:9, the words brought terror into the hearts of the Jews. Back 
then, the phrase was referring to the Assyrians, who were coming 
from afar to destroy the nation. But with this new Servant who was 
glorified in the resurrection, all things are new. Now people from 
afar are coming, not to destroy Israel, but to hear of the glory of the 
Servant. The Shema has been rewritten.

From the perspective of the cross, the ministry of the Servant 
looks empty, vain, and chaotic, but in the vindication of the resur-
rection came the birth of something new, a new dimension never 
before dreamed possible. From those 12 apostles come not just Isra-
elites, but myriads from every tribe and tongue, to sit at table with 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.

What shall we say, then? If God shuts a door, and you become 
disillusioned, remember that he always opens a window. The door 
may shut out your earthly dreams, but the window will open you to 
the light of heaven.

If the Servant had to suffer apparent failure to accomplish his 
mission, can we expect anything different? Our disillusionment shall 
not be because we have claimed promises which are not really prom-
ises, as in the tragic Children’s Crusades, but because we have obeyed 
him. If God seems to slam the door on our earthly hopes, it is out of 
love, sweet child, for it is too small a thing for you to have only that. 
In the age to come, there will be that and much more.
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The theme of our study today in the second Servant Song, from 
chapter 49 of the book of Isaiah, is, What does God do with our shat-
tered dreams?

A few weeks ago, I was reminded of one of my own unfulfilled dreams. 
My junior high-age daughter was playing softball with a number of girls, 
and some boys gathered to watch. The date happened to be October 
26th, the same date my infant son died 15 years ago. As I watched the 
young people playing in the park, I wondered what it would be like to 
have a 15-year-old son by my side. Later that evening, someone on the 
television sang the song “Bring Him Home,” from the stage show Les 
Miserables. The lyrics, a prayer sung by the hero, Jean Valjean, for his 
future son-in-law who was going into battle, seemed to articulate every 
yearning of my own heart 15 years ago.

God on high, hear my prayer.
In my need, you have always been there.
He is young, he is afraid.
Let him rest, heaven blessed.
Bring him home, bring him home.

He’s like the son I might have known,
If God had granted me a son.
The summers die one by one,
How soon they fly, on and on,
And I am old, and will be gone.

Bring him peace, bring him joy,
He is young, he is only a boy.
You can take, You can give,
Let him be, let him live.
If I die, let me die,
Let him live, bring him home.

God did answer Jean Valjean’s prayer. In the play, the father dies, and 
the son is brought home. Fifteen years ago, a group of people prayed 
this prayer through the night in our home, but in my case the boy died 
and the father lived. I remember feeling that night that I had spent my 
strength in vain; I would never be able to impart earthly joys to my son. 
For many of us, the approaching holiday season, far from bringing joy 
and celebration, only seems to intensify the pain of shattered dreams.

In our text today, we will see what God does with our shattered 
dreams. In Isaiah 49:3, the Servant recalls the Father’s promise to him:

And He said to Me, “You are My servant, Israel,
In whom I will show My glory.” (49:3)

The Servant’s original task was to be everything that Israel was in-
tended to be. He appointed twelve apostles, knowing that God was 
committed to the work that he was doing. But at end of his life, the 
Servant says, “I have spent my strength in vain.” He could discern no 
order, no meaning and no permanence to anything he had done. Never-
theless he faced his execution on the cross, trusting that he had achieved 
what he was assigned to do. Though he was given no earthly glory, yet 
he knew he would be rewarded.

At this point in the text, the Servant has completed his testimony 
concerning himself. Now the Father takes the stand, and with the whole 

weight of his Person (as the Lord, the Redeemer of Israel, the Holy One) 
bears testimony regarding his Servant. These are the texts Jesus was al-
luding to in the gospels, when he said, “Even if I do bear testimony of 
myself, there is another greater than I who bears testimony of me.” And 
the Father’s testimony is that in the resurrection, the ministry of the Ser-
vant will take on a new, transcendent view. He would inaugurate a New 
Covenant, unlike any covenant ever made before in Israel.

Given the fact that we here have two confirming testimonies, and 
considering the weight of each of the Persons involved, contemplate 
the terrible judgment that awaits those who refuse to take their testi-
mony to heart! We remember the words of Deuteronomy, quoted in 
the book of Hebrews, “Anyone who has set aside the Law of Moses dies 
without mercy on the testimony of two or three witnesses. How much 
more severe punishment do you think he will deserve who has trampled 
under foot the Son of God, and has regarded as unclean the blood of 
the covenant by which he was sanctified, and has insulted the Spirit of 
grace?” (Heb 10:28-29).

Let us look then at the Father’s testimony.

I. God will reverse the Servant’s position (49:7)
Thus says the Lord, the Redeemer of Israel, and its Holy One,
To the despised One,
To the One abhorred by the nation,
To the Servant of rulers,
“Kings shall see and arise,
Princes shall also bow down;
Because of the Lord who is faithful, the Holy One of Israel who has 

chosen You.” (49:7)

A. His initial reception on earth: Rejection

First, the Father bears witness concerning the reception which the 
Servant had while he was on earth. Jesus presented himself to the rulers 
of Israel as a king with a servant heart; but he entered Jerusalem humbly, 
mounted on the foal of a donkey. Rather than being received in honor 
and glory, however, he was “despised.” The word has the idea of treat-
ing someone with contempt because he has no value or significance. 
“Abhorred” is the strongest term in Hebrew for rejection (from it we 
get the noun “abomination”) because someone or something is ethi-
cally or ritually unclean. Perhaps Isaiah is giving us a hint of the terrible 
event of the cross, when Christ died, despised and abhorred, outside 
the camp, because he was considered to be under the very curse of God 
(Heb 12:12-13).

The Hebrew word for nation is the word goy (from it we get the 
word goyim, meaning Gentiles). Isaiah is hinting here that when Israel 
despised the Servant, and considered him an abomination, the nation 
lost its holiness.

I have visited Israel twice. On the first occasion, my tour guide was a 
veteran of the 1967 Six Day War. He related the glory of Israel’s conquest 
of the Golan Heights and Jerusalem—how they took the conquered ter-
ritories unto themselves, in other words. On my second visit we went 
outside the walls of Jerusalem, and there visited an Ultra-Orthodox 
community of Jews. They had quite a different view of the present state 
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of Israel. They referred to it as a “goy,” a Gentile state, because in their 
view, the land must be given to Israel by Messiah as a gift; it is not to be 
taken by force. This is what Isaiah is saying here concerning the nation 
of the Servant’s day.

The Servant is despised and abhorred. This was his initial reception 
by his own people.

But, God says that this initial reception will be absolutely reversed 
after his death.
B. His ultimate reception on earth: Revered and worshiped

“Kings shall see and arise,
Princes shall also bow down;” (49:7c)

This word about kings and princes is a reference to all nations and 
peoples. They will receive spiritual insight, and they will rise off their 
thrones to bow down at the feet of the Servant. He who served rulers in 
his lifetime will be the One who is served and worshipped in his resur-
rection. He will have overwhelming success among the nations.

The reason for this reversal is attributed to the faithfulness of God.
C. The basis for the reversal: God’s faithfulness to redeem Israel

Thus says the Lord, the Redeemer of Israel, and its Holy One,…
“Because of the Lord who is faithful, the Holy One of Israel who 

has chosen You.” (49:7a,d)

The Lord spoke: “I will redeem Israel”; and the Lord acted: “He has 
redeemed Israel through his chosen Servant.”

God will act to reverse the role of the Servant. He who was rejected 
while on earth will be worshipped in heaven. And all this will come 
about because of God’s faithfulness to redeem his people, Israel, through 
his chosen instrument, Jesus.

Why this change? Why is someone who was despised and abhorred 
suddenly worshiped and honored? What happened historically to create 
such a sudden reversal? The answer lies in the resurrection.

II. God will authenticate His Servant by means of the 
Resurrection (49:8)

Thus says the Lord, “In a favorable time I have answered You,
And in a day of salvation I have helped You;
And I will keep You and give You for a covenant of the people,” 

(49:8a,b)

A. God will save the Servant

These verses are referring to the resurrection of the Servant, the event 
which is the cornerstone of Christianity. God’s covenantal promise to 
the king finds its origin in 2 Samuel 7, where he promises that David 
will have a line of sons who will be kings in Israel. God committed him-
self to this line of sons in a Father-son relationship. When they would 
pray to be saved from death, God would hear and answer them. And 
this line will culminate with the King, the Messiah. This One would not 
be saved from death, but rather through death.

This commitment of God to the house of David is amplified in the 
Psalms, where the King prays from the grave,

Therefore my heart is glad, and my glory rejoices;
My flesh also will dwell securely.
For Thou wilt not abandon my soul to Sheol;
Neither wilt Thou allow Thy Holy One to undergo decay.
Thou wilt make known to me the path of life. (Ps 16:9-11a)

B. Establishing a New Covenant

God answers the Servant’s complaint and his prayer. He saves his 
King through the resurrection, and by this act establishes a new cov-
enant, a new world order, through resurrection life, for his people. Paul 
uses this text in exactly the same way in 2 Corinthians: “And working 

together with Him, we also urge you not to receive the grace of God 
in vain—for He says, ‘At the acceptable time I listened to you, and on 
the day of salvation, I helped you’; behold now is ‘the acceptable time,’ 
behold, now is the day of salvation” (2 Cor 6:2). What God has done for 
Christ in the resurrection is what he will do for you right now. Our time 
of service is over; the day of salvation is at hand!

Perhaps I can illustrate. Imagine you are part of a poor family, living 
in the 15th century, and you are in the midst of a severe winter. Your only 
source of light is candles; your only source of heat is firewood, and both 
are running out. Your situation is becoming desperate, so you pray to 
God: “Lord, provide me with heat and light!” But no provision is made. 
Your last candle is used up; the last fire goes out. Just then someone 
comes to the door to say that God has answered your prayer. You look 
around, hoping to see a stack of wood and a box of candles, but you see 
nothing. Then the visitor says, “God is going to do something new for 
you. He has inaugurated an entire new power source. It is called electric-
ity, and you can avail of it even before it is invented in history. There is a 
new age dawning, the age of electricity, and you can have light and heat 
at the touch of a button. Are you interested?”

This is what Jesus offers in the resurrection—a new life, a new cov-
enant, a new nation, risen from the dead.

The Lord will reverse the Servant’s position on earth, and through the 
resurrection will establish a new covenant for Israel.

III. The glory of the Servant’s ministry: All things new! 
(49:8b-13)

The greatness of the Servant’s ministry is described by comparing it to 
the work of great leaders of Israel in the past, Joshua, Moses, Solomon. 
There will be a new exodus, a new land, a new city, and in each case 
the Servant’s ministry will be superior. All of this will be accomplished 
through the resurrection of the Servant. This is the thought which the 
apostle Paul picks up in 2 Corinthians: “For indeed what had glory, in 
this case has no glory on account of the glory which surpasses it” (2 Cor 
3:10).
A. A new Joshua (49:8b)

“To restore the land, to make them inherit the desolate heritages;”
Following his vindication, the Servant will be like Joshua, who gave 

Israel the land, and defeated 31 kings in the process. But he will be great-
er than Joshua in that Joshua did not provide ultimate rest (Heb 4:8-10). 
He will “establish” (literally, raise up) a land and cause you to inherit 
“the desolate heritages.” Joshua gave the Israelites a land “flowing with 
milk and honey,” but the Servant will take a desolate land, a place that 
is so barren and ruined it is terrible to view, and make a new creation 
out of it. Joshua made the land holy for a period, but not the rest of the 
earth. Jesus, in contrast to Joshua, will make the whole earth holy.

There are hints later, in Isaiah 54:2-3, that this land will be much larg-
er than the original borders of Israel. Her seed “shall possess nations”—
not just the little land of Israel. And in the New Testament, the only 
references to land encompass the entire earth! Take Romans 4:13, for 
instance: “For the promise to Abraham or his seed that he would be heir 
of the world was not through the Law, but through the righteousness of 
faith.” Or Matthew 5:5: “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the 
earth.” The apostle Peter makes reference to this in his letter: “But ac-
cording to His promise we are looking for new heavens and a new earth, 
in which righteousness dwells” (2 Pet 3:13).

What does this mean to the believer living today? It means we do 
not have to be territorially-minded; we do not have to assert our rights. 
Imagine if the Jews in Palestine did this today with their Arab neigh-
bors. Supposing they acted like Abraham. When Lot felt there was not 
enough land for his and Abraham’s flocks, Abraham offered him his 
choice of where he wanted to settle. He saw that the land was a mere 
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shadow of the heavenly city, which is what he desired. What if we acted 
this way at work? Someone else covets your next promotion, and you 
tell him, “Take it. I’ve got a better one coming in the heavenly city.” 
Christians do not have to be territorial regarding their inheritances or 
their possessions.

B. A new Moses (49:9-10)

“Saying to those who are bound, ‘Go forth,’
To those who are in darkness, ‘Show yourselves;’ ” (49:9a)

This Servant will be like Moses, who set the prisoners free from their 
physical bondage in Egypt. But unlike Moses, who could not set the 
people free from their sin (Deut 9:6), the Servant will say to the leper 
whom he had cleansed, “Go forth and show yourself ” (Mark 1:44), but 
he will also say, “Your sins are forgiven” (Mark 5:5). Because he is greater 
than Moses, the Servant will do what Moses could not do. John com-
ments, “For the Law was given through Moses; grace and truth were re-
alized through Jesus Christ” (John 1:17). We are all lepers, in a sense, but 
with a word, the Servant can cleanse us and release us from darkness.

The rest of verses 9-10 alludes to the time when Moses led the chil-
dren of Israel out of Egypt into the wilderness, and provided food and 
protection for them:

“Along the roads they will feed,
And their pasture will be on all bare heights.
They will not hunger or thirst,
Neither will the scorching heat or sun strike them down;
For He who has compassion on them will lead them,
And will guide them to springs of water.” (49:9b-10)

Like Moses, the Servant will be a faithful Shepherd who will provide 
supernatural food and protection in a wilderness. But unlike Moses, this 
food shall endure unto eternal life. (John 6:32,35; 7:37-38; 2 Cor 3:7; Rev 
7:16-17). Moses was the meekest and most compassionate of men. In the 
wilderness, he shepherded a nation of murmuring and arrogant people. 
But, rather than striking out at them, he was forever interceding for 
them that God would have mercy on them and save them.

Meekness and compassion are the dominant characteristics of the 
Servant. The word “compassion” is the Hebrew word for the womb, sig-
nifying the love bond which a mother has with her newly-born infant. 
She is eager to act in compassion for her helpless child whenever she is 
needed. This is how the Servant sees those who love him. We are always 
helpless and needy, but he never drives us or harshly rebukes us; he never 
whips us or abuses us in any way. On the contrary, he gently leads us 
to springs of fresh water, and feeds us from his banquet table. This is 
what Moses did for the Israelites in the wilderness. He supernaturally 
fed them with manna from heaven, and gave them water from the rock. 
But here, in the words of Jesus, is what happened to all those people: 
“Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died. This is the 
bread which comes down out of heaven, so that one may eat of it and 
not die. I am the living bread that came down out of heaven; if anyone 
eats of this bread, he shall live forever; and the bread also which I shall 
give for the life of the world is My flesh.” (John 6:49-51) The Servant is a 
better deliverer, a better provider, a better protector than Moses.

This shepherd’s compassion will continue over into the new heavens 
and new earth: “They shall hunger no more, neither thirst anymore; 
neither shall the sun beat down on them, nor any heat; for the Lamb in 
the center of the throne shall be their shepherd, and shall guide them to 
springs of waters of life; and God shall wipe every tear from their eyes” 
(Rev 7:16-17).

We do not need to be territorial, nor do we need ever to feel confined. 
No circumstance in this life can confine or restrict the Christian. The 
transcendent God will come to you in your wilderness, and set before 
you a feast of protection.

I took a book of poems with me when I went to Romania this past 
summer. One of the brothers there, Daniel, drew illustrations on the 
themes of my poetry and mailed them back to me. One poem compared 
the founder of the Christian movement, Traian Dorz, a Moses figure 
who gave birth to a spiritual people, and spent 16 years in prison for his 
labors, with Ceaucescu, the tyrant who plundered and robbed the coun-
try. Daniel illustrated this poem with a drawing of a prison window, its 
iron bars shattered, with an ink well and a quill set in the center. Even in 
a cruel Romanian prison, the transcendent God is not confined. Neither 
was his servant. Traian Dorz wrote 10,000 hymns to Christ during his 
imprisonment, and today those hymns form the worship manual of the 
movement which he founded.

What was true of a prison cell can be true of a home where children 
are abused, it can be true of a tyrannical work place, a serious illness, or 
an outbreak of war. In the Servant we are never confined or restricted.

Thus, the Servant’s work is better than that of either Joshua or Mo-
ses.

In the next verses we will see that he is better than Solomon.
C. A New Solomon who will build a New Zion (49:11-12)

“And I will make all My mountains a road,
And My highways will be raised up.
Behold, these shall come from afar;
And lo, these will come from the north and from the west,
And these from the land of Sinim.”

Solomon built Zion, the City of God, with materials which he gath-
ered from all over the world, and people came from everywhere to see 
what he had built. Three times each year, Jews were required to make 
the journey to Zion to celebrate the Holy Feasts. But the mountains 
were always a great obstacle on their journey; they were fraught with 
danger and peril. That is why the pilgrim says in Psalm 121:1: “I will lift 
up my eyes to the mountains; From whence shall my help come?” But 
in the days of the Servant, the mountains will no longer be obstacles 
to worship of the Lord. Why? It is because worship has nothing to do 
with geography. The heavenly Jerusalem has descended to earth, and 
the shadows are dispensed with. That is why Jesus said to the Samaritan 
woman, “an hour is coming when neither in this mountain, nor in Je-
rusalem shall you worship the Father…But an hour is coming, and now 
is, when the true worshipers shall worship the Father in spirit and truth 
[in contrast to places and symbols]; for such people the father seeks to 
be His worshipers.” (John 4:21, 23). Now there is a new Zion, a heavenly 
Jerusalem (Heb 12:22), being built by the Servant, where all physical ob-
stacles are removed. And when two or three gather in His name, he is in 
the midst of them (Matt 18:20). The mountains are no longer obstacles.

And, further, this city is inclusive of all peoples:
“Behold, these shall come from afar;
And lo, these will come from the north and from the west,
And these from the land of Sinim.”

Sinim is “modern Aswan, ancient Syene, a district on the southern 
frontier of ancient Egypt. This shows that a universal salvation of all 
Israel is in view” (Bruce Waltke). A tiny remnant of Jews were living in 
that far corner of the earth, but God was saying to them, “Though you 
are far, far away, I know you, and I am going to call you home.” But the 
vision is expanded way beyond the Servant’s original task, for not only 
will he regather Jacob from all corners of the earth, as he does so, all 
the nations will respond to the glory of this One. Glory be to him! No 
wonder Zechariah declares, “In those days ten men from all nations will 
grasp the garment of a Jew saying, ‘Let us go with you, for we have heard 
that God is with you’” (Zech 8:23).

The song ends where it began. The Servant opened by beckoning 
those from afar, and the Lord concludes by guaranteeing that the Ser-

More Than You Could Ask or Think! The Lord’s Testimony to His Servant



vant’s desire will be fulfilled; people from all over the world will come to 
worship the Servant in the New Zion.

How wonderful it is to watch God orchestrate his salvation! I have 
found one of the most profound examples of this to be Mitali, a young 
Indian woman from Bangladesh, who was at Stanford University when I 
was college pastor at this church. One summer, she traveled to Germany 
to study with a group of Stanford students, and a few of them who were 
Christians shared the love of Jesus Christ with her. She thought deeply 
on what they had shared with her, and she began to feel spiritual con-
flicts stir within her as she compared what they told her with what she 
had been taught in the Hindu religion. The group later visited Russia, 
and one day went to view the great Leningrad Museum. The director 
of the museum, a man who spoke 18 languages, was a Christian, and 
on that day he led the tour of the museum. At one point he looked 
directly at Mitali, and said, “Something is troubling you.” She replied, 
“Yes, there is something. I’m troubled about the person of Jesus Christ.” 
As the tour progressed, this man spoke to her in Bengali, her own lan-
guage, and addressed issues like atonement, predestination, forgiveness 
of sin, etc. While the rest of the group were being guided around the 
museum, and informed by the director, Mitali was coming home; she 
found Christ. She later returned to Stanford, married a Christian man, 
and they both became missionaries of the gospel. God had taken her 
around the world so as to orchestrate her coming home.

The Servant is greater than Joshua, greater than Moses, and greater 
than Solomon. He is bringing people home from all parts of the earth. 
He is greater than Joshua, for his land, a new creation, is the ultimate 
rest. He is greater than Moses, for he calls us out of our sin so that we 
might show ourselves clean indeed; and he gives us the food which does 
not perish, but which endures to eternal life. And he is greater than 
Solomon, for his city has no geographical obstacles, nor internal divi-
sions, and not one soul is lost.

IV. Our response to the Servant’s ministry: Shout for 
joy! (49:13)
A. For a new creation (49:13a)

“Shout for joy, O heavens! And rejoice, O earth!
Break forth into joyful shouting, O mountains!”

Isaiah gives the command to rejoice at the miracle God has done. Paul 
also says that the redemption of God’s people does far more than redeem 
a people, it inaugurates a whole new creation: “For the anxious longing 
of the creation waits eagerly for the revealing of the sons of God…that 
the creation itself also will be set free from its slavery to corruption into 
the freedom of the glory of the children of God” (Rom 8:19, 21).
B. For a new and restored people (49:13b)

For the Lord has comforted His people,
And will have compassion on His afflicted.

The Lord has not only restored his people, but in the process has 
brought salvation to the whole earth.

I have but one exhortation: Do not receive this grace in vain! For 
thousands of years the Jews have been praying for candles for light, and 
wood for heat, but God has already blessed them with electricity. Let us 
not receive his grace in vain!

Although my son did not come to my home, but instead went to 
the Father’s home, God has done more for me than I could ever ask or 
think. He has blessed me with many spiritual sons. Four years ago, Earle 
Canty, who is a Jew, met me here in church to receive Jesus Christ into 
his life. Earlier this year, this man whom God had sought and brought 

home, traveled with his wife, Jolyn, to Romania, and there they adopted 
a little boy, Samuel Mihi. Last week we had a party for Samuel, and as 
we celebrated I could not help but think how I have been blessed with 
many sons.

I will conclude by reading to you a poem, inspired by this second 
Servant Song, in appreciation of my own son.

BRING HIM HOME
In appreciation for my son, David Jonathan Morgan
“The beloved gift of God, born by the sea”
October 26 – November 4, 1975

God on high, hear my prayer
In my need, you have always been there.
He is young, he is afraid,
Let him rest, heaven blessed
Bring him home, Bring him home.

A voice is heard in Ramah,
Weeping and great mourning,
Rachel weeping for her children
And she refuses to be comforted,
Because they are no more.
“Return your voice from weeping
And your eyes from tears
For your work shall be rewarded,” declares the Lord,
“And your children shall return to their territory.”
But I have spent my strength in vain.
What chaos is this, that your life perfected in secret,
Returns to the dust before I could reward you with earthly joys.
“O my son David, would I had died instead of you.”
Grief bore a window into my steel heart,
Ache became light’s channel of another place.
Now I long to be where you dwell, knowing
I shall go to him, but he will not return to me.
You made my soul a lyre,
And placed in it new strings,
To play a tune of broader range,
Than can be ever sung on earth.
I cannot sing the song yet,
But in my wanderings as a stranger here,
The God of Mt. Moriah has lifted the veil
And for a few moments I have stood there.
What I have seen the eye cannot tell,
But over the horizon my heart has heard,
You singing in harmony with the Son,
Not alone, but in a symphony of boys.
God on high, heard my cry, “Bring him home,”
He brought Him home,
Not my home, but His,
Not one son, but many.
So I am content to continue my journey here,
Not begetting but adopting
The orphans of every race
To join the procession Home.
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As I was rummaging through my garage recently I found an old 
gun box which brought back memories of a special person. Bob 
Munson did some carpentry work for my parents when I was 11 
years old, and for two weeks I was his eager helper. For my reward, 
he promised to take me deer hunting the following year. He signed 
me up for safety school, which I had to pass in order to get a hunting 
license. Then we spent hours in his garage building a gun box. He 
took me out in the fields to teach me how to shoot. He had no sons 
of his own, so in a sense I became his adopted son.

Finally, the day came for the deer hunt. We meticulously packed 
his pickup truck with everything we needed. We camped by a lum-
ber camp, found an old cowboy cabin built with hand-split shingles, 
and settled down for the night in two oversized beds. At 4 a.m. we 
began to stalk the trails. We stopped at a trail head, hid behind large 
granite stones, and the long wait began. We did this every year for 
five years, but the weather never turned cold enough to bring deer 
that far south. But I didn’t care. The memories were the important 
thing. Everything he did, I wanted to do; everything he said, I said; 
everything he was, I wanted to be.

This kind of yearning is part of our lives as Christians. We want 
a Father figure to come into our lives and train us in spiritual mat-
ters. We want to be disciples. This is not wrong; it is in line with the 
great commission of Jesus Christ, who after his resurrection com-
missioned his disciples by saying: “All authority has been given to 
Me in heaven and on earth. Go therefore and make disciples of all 
the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son 
and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I commanded 
you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age” (Matt 
28:18-19a).

Being a disciple of Christ and making disciples is the goal of this 
age for which God has instructed us and given us all of his resourc-
es to accomplish. But what is involved in being a disciple? Is every 
Christian to be one? What is the goal of discipleship? Who will teach 
me? How much of the education depends upon me? What help can I 
expect to receive to get through the course? Are the results secure?

Isaiah addresses these questions as he writes about the Servant 
to come in the passage which we will look at this morning, Isaiah 
50:4-7. In the prior Servant Song (49:1-13), the prophet focused on 
the testimony of the Son and the Father regarding the ministry of 
the Servant. This next song focuses on the School of the Servant, 
from his own words. The text reads much like a curriculum cata-
logue for a university by listing the different aspects of the Servant’s 
education: Goal, Faculty, Prerequisites, Course Requirements, and 
Assets needed to get through the course. The Servant concludes by 
applying the school to us, and exhorting us to enter it with him. 
Thus we have one of the clearest passages in Scripture on the school 
for disciples.

We will take this text, verses 4-11 of Isaiah 50, in two parts. Today 
we will take verses 4-6; and next week we will look at verses 7-11.

The Lord God has given Me the tongue of disciples,
That I may know how to sustain the weary one with a word.
He awakens Me morning by morning,
He awakens My ear to listen as a disciple.
The Lord God has opened My ear;
And I was not disobedient,
Nor did I turn back.
I gave My back to those who strike Me,
And My cheeks to those who pluck out the beard;
I did not cover my face from humiliation and spitting. (Isa 

50:4-6 NASB)

I. The goal of the school (50:4a)
A. To learn how to speak

The goal of the Servant’s education is to learn how to speak: “The 
Lord God has given me the tongue of the learned.” It is this effective 
tongue (which has the power to penetrate through God’s word) that 
Jesus will use to bring forth the kingdom of God. The word “dis-
ciples” (lamad, “to learn”; lemudim, “learned one,” from which the 
later term Talmud is derived) has the idea of learning through sheer 
repetition until one is accustomed to something and it becomes part 
of their nature (Jer 13:23; Isa 54:13).Thus the mark of greatness is not 
how accurately you throw a football, or how much money you make, 
but, can you speak effectively? God created the universe through 
speech. The apex of his creation is man, who is created in his image, 
and is gifted with speech so that he can rule the world. In Genesis 
2, man obeys God by naming all the animals, and then his wife. But 
in chapter 3, everything is destroyed by the devil’s deceitfulness, by 
his using speech to deceive man. From that day on man’s speech is 
sprinkled with guilt, defensiveness, and paranoia; communication 
has been broken.
B. In an appropriate manner

“To sustain (answer) the weary one with a word.” We have lost 
this ability, haven’t we? Just look at the high-tech world of comput-
ers, or think about the number of lawyers we have today. We are 
busy sorting, filing, categorizing, charting, indexing, storing, retriev-
ing, faxing, collating, binding. We are given so much printed matter 
that we must hire professionals to sift through it all. The bottom line 
is, no one takes the time to inquire and ask “How are you?” So the 
legal world comes into play. Two parties refuse to speak, or are un-
able to speak, so they must hire lawyers to help them communicate. 
But this is not communication of the heart; they end up talking past 
each other. But not so with the Servant.

Thus the goal of the Servant’s education is to learn how to speak 
in an appropriate manner in order to bring refreshing life to those 
who are at their wits’ end. This is fulfilled in Jesus as we see him in 
the gospels seeking out the weary in every situation, and knowing 
how to give the appropriate word (he seldom gives the same formu-
lation twice).
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There are three stages to this. The Servant has an eye to see what 
the normal eye cannot see, an ear to listen, and wisdom to give an 
appropriate word in response. To a religious Nicodemus, he spoke of 
the need to be “born from above;” to a thirsty Samaritan woman, he 
spoke of “living water;” to a hungering crowd, he spoke of himself 
as “the true bread.” Thus, the goal of our speech is not to patronize 
people with pat answers, but to ask God for the wisdom for the 
right word that is appropriate to their need. This is our task, says 
the apostle Paul in these words, “Let no unwholesome word proceed 
from your mouth, but only such a word as is good for edification 
according to the need of the moment, that it may give grace to those 
who hear” (Eph 4:29).

Last week, a friend came to me and said he had been praying for 
an opportunity to speak a word about Jesus to his friend, and that 
this man had just told him his 22-year-old son had died suddenly. 
What do you say to a man who has just lost his son? A woman who 
works in the local Crisis Pregnancy Center needs a word to speak to 
a 15-year-old couple who asked for a pregnancy test. The boy told my 
friend that he was showing his love for this girl by using condoms. 
What do you say in a situation like this? Another friend’s secretary 
has sclerosis of the liver—only 10% of her liver is functioning. He 
needs a word to say to her. I know a man who is counseling a woman 
whose baby was stillborn. What can he say to her? What do you 
husbands say to your wives when you come home in the evening to 
a war zone situation? You don’t want to escalate the tension, but you 
don’t know what to say to alleviate it. Ours is a generation that needs 
more than any other to learn how to speak, but this is probably our 
weakest area.

The goal of the Servant’s education is to learn to speak in an ap-
propriate manner, to be skilled at answering the weary one with a 
word.

Next, the Servant tells us the faculty of the school.

II. The faculty of the school: The Lord God (50:4b)
The reason we choose to attend a certain school is not its build-

ings, or its programs, but the faculty, especially the faculty to student 
ratio. This was a big disappointment to me when I first attended 
Stanford. I was just a freshman sitting among 300 other freshmen, 
peering down the long aisles at a professor reading his notes.

But things are very different with this faculty.

A. A personal tutorial initiated by God

“He awakens Me morning by morning,” says our text. Further-
more, it is

B. A personal tutorial taught by God

“He awakens My ear to listen as a disciple.” It’s a one-on-one 
thing, initiated and taught by God himself. Here we are told the 
amazing truth that the Father himself roused Jesus every morning 
to personally teach him (“Morning by morning” carries with it two 
ideas, that of being first priority, and continuous). This theme takes 
us back to the garden of Eden, where God walked alongside Adam 
in the cool of the garden in order to teach him. Thus, before the Ser-
vant could speak he had to listen. His role is that of a prophet, speak-
ing from what he hears the Father say. This is why Jesus frequently 
sought seclusion from everyone—in order to hear what the Father 
had to say to him. His words are the very words of God. This is why 
he could make the claim, “For I did not speak on My own initiative, 

but the Father Himself who sent Me has given Me commandment, 
what to say, and what to speak” (John 12:49).

Jesus spent most of his study time working through the book of 
Deuteronomy, the Psalms, and the book of Isaiah. Those were his 
three favorite books. If you want to study three books in the New 
Testament, I would suggest the gospel of John, the book of Acts, and 
the epistle to the Romans. If you do this, the Holy Spirit will prompt 
you during the day, giving you insight in a personal tutorial.

In the age of the New Covenant we all enter into this relation-
ship, according to Isaiah: “And all your sons will be disciples of the 
Lord; And the well being of your sons will be great” (Isa 54:13). Your 
quiet time therefore is not a question of your having to grind out 
your devotions. Know that the Father longs to be with you. I dis-
covered this through personal experience. Despite my grand plans to 
read through the Bible every year, etc., I never could accomplish my 
goals. What changed my thinking was learning that God the Father 
was awaiting me every day to teach me in his classroom.

Bob Munson took the initiative to teach me, and I listened to his 
every word. When he was coming to do a project in our house, I 
waited for up to two hours, looking out my bedroom window to see 
his truck arrive. When he said to me, “Leave my tools out overnight 
and you are flirting with death, lad,” that made an impact on me. 
When he told me, “Don’t ever have sex with a woman before you 
are married,” I placed his words in my heart, although he wasn’t a 
Christian. How tragic it is to realize that though the Father is sitting 
in the classroom every morning, ready to teach us, still we run off to 
our busy affairs and refuse to listen. How many times during the day 
he is ready to teach us, but we respond by turning on the radio or the 
TV and refuse to hear him. He has a gentle voice, but we must first 
listen and block out all other distractions.

The goal of the Servant’s education is to learn to speak, and the 
faculty is a tutorial with the Father. What are the entrance require-
ments?

III. The entrance requirements of the school (50:4)
He awakens My ear to listen as a disciple.

College entrance requirements are becoming more demanding 
each year. I was at a back to school night for my junior higher, and 
a teacher announced to all of us that our kids were not ready for 
high school. He said his own daughter had a 3.75 GPA and yet was 
turned down by UCLA. A few years ago, when I sought admission to 
Berkeley to take some post-graduate courses in Ancient Near Eastern 
studies, they refused me admission because they said I could not 
“compete.” When I told them that learning, not competing, was my 
purpose in applying, they responded by saying I had to return first 
to undergraduate school and take a whole list of other courses. But 
in the school for disciples there is only one requirement—listening: 
“He awakens My ear to listen as a disciple.”

Are you willing to be attentive and obey? If you are, God will 
teach you the truth “and the truth will set you free.” Unlike the ser-
vant Israel who could not rouse herself to listen to God, this Servant 
is awakened and his ear is open to heed God’s word. God has in fact 
opened his ear. This is the same role Jesus takes up with us, as we see 
in the miracle of the deaf mute. “Ephphatha!” (“be opened!”) said 
Jesus to this man, “And his ears were opened, and the impediment of 
his tongue was removed, and he began speaking plainly.” (Mark 7:31-
37.) In the same way, if you are open to hear God, he will open your 
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ear and give you the ability to hear and obey. So it is not an intellec-
tual, but a moral issue. Are you willing to be attentive, and obey?

There is a wonderful story in 2 Chronicles concerning King Jeho-
shaphat, who was asked by Ahab, the king of the north, “Will you 
join me to fight Ramoth-gilead?” Jehoshaphat asked if he had pro-
phetic sanction, and Ahab said, “Yes, I have lots of prophets.” So the 
prophets were asked, “Should we fight, and will we win?” They went 
into their ancient dance routine, and replied, “Yes. Fight, and Israel 
will win.” But Jehoshaphat asked, “Do we have a prophet of the 
Lord here?” Ahab responded, “Yes, but he never prophesies good for 
me.” “Get him,” says Jehoshaphat. So enters Macaiah Ben-Imlah. To 
the question, “Will we win this war,” this prophet goes through the 
same gyrations as the false prophets, and says, “Yes, you will.” But 
Jehoshaphat says, “No, no, we want the truth.” “Oh, so you want the 
truth,” says the prophet, “that’s a different story! If you go to battle, 
you will be dispersed among the peoples of your enemies.” What is 
the point? You can make the Bible say anything you want it to say. 
I have heard people justify all kinds of wrong behavior through this 
book, but if you trace the theology of the godly, there is very little 
deviation in interpretation.

The only prerequisite to entering on this course is a listening ear 
and an obedient heart.

Everything is in place to disciple you. The text has been written, 
the Teacher is waiting. The only reason you haven’t taken up the offer 
lies with your unwillingness to be attentive and obey.
IV. The curriculum of the school: A willingness to face rejection

I was not disobedient,
Nor did I turn back.
I gave My back to those who strike Me,
And My cheeks to those who pluck out the beard.
I did not cover My face from humiliation and spitting. (Isa 

50:5-6)

There is good news and bad news about the curriculum. The good 
news is that there is only one course to it; the bad news is, you’re not 
going to like it. The curriculum which Jesus had to face while he was 
on earth was rejection.
A. Rejection by his own flesh

The Servant’s rejection began with the leaders of the nation, then 
it extended to his relatives, to his brothers, and even to his mother. 
In a few weeks we will celebrate the events of Christmas—the man-
ger scene, the shepherds, the wise men, etc, but at the time of Jesus’ 
birth, the people of Bethlehem were not thinking of such quaint 
scenes, they were remembering a bloodbath, because Herod slaugh-
tered every male infant under two years old:

Herod…slew all the male children who were in Bethlehem and 
in all its environs, from two years old and under… Then that 
which was spoken through Jeremiah the prophet was fulfilled, 
saying,

“A voice was heard in Ramah,
Weeping and great mourning
Rachel weeping for her children;
And she refused to be comforted,
Because they were no more.” (Matt 2:16-18)

When Jesus began ministering, Mark tells us, “He came home, 
and the multitude gathered again, to such an extent that they could 
not even eat a meal. And when His own kinsmen heard of this, they 

went out to take custody of Him; for they were saying, ‘He has lost 
His senses.’” (Mark 3:21).

Closer to home, here is what his own brothers said of him, “His 
brothers therefore said to him, ‘Depart from here, and go into Judea, 
that Your disciples also may behold Your works which You are do-
ing. For no one does anything in secret, when he himself seeks to be 
known publicly. If You do these things, show Yourself to the world.’ 
For not even His brothers were believing in Him” (John 7:3-5).

But what about Mom? There’s always Mom, even when others re-
ject you. Isn’t that so? But Jesus had to even rebuke his mother at the 
wedding at Cana, when she tried to manipulate him. “Woman, what 
do I have to do with you?” he asked. He did what he did not because 
she asked him to, but because he was Messiah. The psalmist says,

For Thy sake I have borne reproach;
Dishonor has covered my face.
I have become estranged from my brothers,
And an alien to my mother’s sons. (Ps 69:7-8)

I think the most extreme statement in Scripture of the alienation 
of the Servant is in Matthew 8:20: “The foxes have holes, and the 
birds of the air have nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay 
His head.”

Why all this rejection? It is because Israel could not be affirmed in 
the flesh. Flesh cannot recognize spirit. Jesus came to give birth to a 
people born of Spirit, Jews and Gentiles alike, but fleshly Israel could 
not see that, so they rejected him

B. His willingness to submit to it

Jesus was willing to submit to rejection because he knew it was 
designed by God to enhance his ministry. This is why he says,

I was not disobedient,
Nor did I turn back.
I gave My back to those who strike Me,
And My cheeks to those who pluck out the beard.
I did not cover My face from humiliation and spitting.

Here we see the full magnitude of Jesus’ education. God opened 
his ear to equip his tongue to speak. Then he submits his back, 
cheeks and face to utter rejection. “To strike on the cheek and the 
face signifies that one is so defenseless that he can not even protect 
his face from the blows of an enemy and so is humiliated by him” 
(Bruce Waltke).

The apostle Paul would agree that this is the mark of a truly edu-
cated man in the school of discipleship. It is not circumcision, or 
degrees; it is whether he carries on his back the brand marks of suf-
fering for the gospel of Jesus Christ.

C. Rejection enhances his education

Far from rendering him dysfunctional, this rejection enhances the 
ministry of the Servant. This is why he can hear the weary, and why 
he can speak a word to encourage them—because he himself suf-
fered rejection. What we learn here is that part of the curriculum of 
learning “to answer the weary one with a word” is to face rejection of 
others. May we see our suffering in a similar light! Rejection lifts an 
earthly barrier and opens the window to heaven: we have an ear to 
hear God. This works in the heart so that we can speak gentle speech 
to the hurting, broken and needy souls all around us.

The School for Disciples (Part 1): Facing Rejection



Implications for ministry
A. Have we entered this school of discipleship?

Think of all that is available to us in this school! It should over-
whelm us with awe and praise, that the same relationship the Father 
had with Jesus is available to us! He wants to rouse us each and every 
morning, and throughout the day to speak to us personally through 
his word. With the word deep in the heart he will burden us to speak 
to the weary ones, and give them refreshment from his heavenly wa-
ters. The questions are, Are we available? Will we be attentive? Will 
we obey? Lord, do to us what you did to the deaf mute. Open our 
ears that we might hear you above all others.
B. How have we responded to rejection?

If the Lord was rejected, so will we be, for the slave is not above 
his master. Will we be like Christ, and allow the rejection of others 
to magnify our ministry by drawing us nearer to God, or will we 
become bitter? May God use rejection in our lives to equip us to 
speak to the weary.

To illustrate the gentleness of our teacher, let me share with you 
a poem I just received from Bucharest, written by Traian Dorz. This 
man faced 16 years of rejection in prison, but found that to be the 
true school of disciples.

How Quiet Are Your Steps
By Traian Dorz

How quiet are Your steps,
When You let down in me;
With a myriad ways
You surround my being with love.

As the walking of the stars on the sky,
Like the moon rise
Like a boat travelling through
The sea of my prayers,
Like the spring of the drops
From the deep toward the waves
So is the mystery of grace
When it touches my soul.

Like dew of the serene sky
On the bowing grass,
Like evening that is wrapping
The stone still forest.
Like the sweet breeze whispering
Among the blooming ears.
Like the peace of the great silence
On the sunny peaks
Like the peaceful sun’s murmur
Of the spring.
Like the holy thrill
From the Easter night
Like the sweat fire of love
To the treasure of the heart

How quiet are Your steps
When you let down in me.
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We come now to the conclusion of the third Servant Song, from 
Isaiah 50:4-11. Last week we saw that the goal behind the education 
of the Servant was to learn how to speak: “The Lord God has given 
me the tongue of the disciples, To sustain (answer) the weary one 
with a word” (50:4a,b). The Lord God himself was the Servant’s tu-
tor: “He awakens Me morning by morning, He awakens My ear to 
listen as a disciple” (50:4c,d).

We saw that there was only one course which the Servant had to 
take, and that was the course of rejection by his own flesh, by the 
people of Israel, and by her national leaders. But this rejection would 
enhance his intimacy with God, and would enable him to speak so 
as to “answer the weary one with a word.”

This morning we will seek to answer the question, “If rejection is 
the course, how do we get through it?” Rejection by your own flesh 
is extremely painful no matter what form it takes. Whether we are 
faced with cutting words that go straight to the heart, or just plain 
indifference, rejection creates a sense of low self-esteem, and can re-
sult in codependency on others.

While I was counseling one of our young mothers recently I dis-
covered that some of the difficulties she was experiencing in her mar-
riage went back to her rejection by her father. She had buried most 
of the pain, and learned how to survive with a low self-esteem, but 
this sense of rejection was affecting all of her relationships. She asked 
me what should she should do, and I suggested she write everything 
down. I reminded her that a third of the book of Psalms are psalms 
of lament, where the writers express their grief. “Why don’t you write 
about your grief and, hopefully, deal with it that way?” I asked her. 
This morning I will share with you what she wrote:

I was a young sweetpea
tender, vibrant, beautiful, rich in color
with fragrance as sweet as perfume
basking in the warmth of the desert sun.
Slowly the sun turns its warmth into harshness.
the environment turns on this gentle flower like a storm brew-

ing,
the tormenting calm and silence burn within the heart of the 

flower
the thundering words cause an unbearable ache.
Then the rain comes;
all around,
the flower can only see cold,
cruel drops of rain;
Under its crushing weight,
The flower collapses to the ground
Lightning etches the hurt, the pain,
and loneliness into this fragile flower’s heart.
Almost dead, there remains less than a spark of life
more a spark of determination

fueled by anger, bitterness and hurt.
This flower revives, but not as before.
Now she is an obstinate freeway daisy
hardened by the environment,
determined never to be fragile again
but all the while longing for the sweet life of a sweetpea.
She has trouble reconciling
the desire of her heart within
to reality of the hardening outside appearance.
And when the environment becomes too harsh again
this seemingly tolerant flower becomes a voracious monster
gnarling, devouring all the harsh reality of her life.
Hoping somehow to make them go away
she returns to the tolerant flower, none the wiser
everyone else commenting on the useful purpose 
of this freeway flower.
But now the disease is inside her,
eating her alive, slowly she falls to the ground,
weakened by the bitterness and hurt
no one noticing the passing of just another flower
Small gentle tears fall
That is when this vulnerable flower hears
the Lord Jesus Christ say,
For those tears I died.
How does the Servant get through the course? He does so by 

learning that when rejection comes, all the assets of God himself, 
everything that God is, are open to him. Like this young mother 
discovered, when earth’s rivers run dry, the heavens are opened.

The scene we are looking at this morning, written 700 years before 
the fact, is actually fulfilled in the court trial of Jesus. It takes place in 
three stages: First, the Servant makes his journey to court; second, he 
boldly invites all to cross-examine him; and third, the Judge issues 
his surprising decree from the bench. The trial that was intended to 
destroy the Servant instead liberates him in a transcendent way from 
all human relationships.

I. The journey to court: Unaffected by circumstances 
(50:7)

For the Lord God helps Me,
Therefore, I am not disgraced;
Therefore, I have set My face like flint,
And I know that I shall not be ashamed. (NASB)

Humiliation is one of the hardest things to bear in life. When we 
have been humiliated we carry in our spirit a sense of lasting shame. 
If we feel that a set-up is at hand, that we are going to be humili-
ated, we avoid it like the plague. But in this case the Father tells the 
Servant to go into the hardest of all circumstances, to subject himself 
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to a kangaroo court where everything is rigged, not to administer 
justice, but to abuse and humiliate him, and finally execute him on 
a tree. How can the Servant possibly undergo such humiliation and 
rejection? It is because he knows who he is, and he knows who God 
is. It is no different for us. It is merely a question of identity. Who 
are you, and who is God?
A. He knows who the Lord is: His personal help (50:7a)

For the Lord God helps me,
Therefore, I am not disgraced;

At his trial, Jesus lost all human support. The Sanhedrin and the 
Romans were arrayed against him; his disciples had fled. But then 
the heavens were opened and he discovered an infinite resource in 
God alone. Rejection enhances his relationship with the Lord, and 
also his own sense of worth. The Lord is his personal advocate.

If you have ever been to court, you will know that the whole 
outcome depends on which side the judge decides is right. I got a 
speeding ticket once when I was a student, and I decided to go to 
court with a long list of reasons why I should not be convicted. But 
when I saw the stern-faced judge rail on several other defendants I 
quickly accepted his offer to plead guilty. Years later I was in court 
again, this time on jury duty. When I entered the courtroom, to my 
surprise I discovered that the judge was my close friend. There was 
quite a different atmosphere about the courtroom for me that day. 
Knowing the judge has that kind of an effect.

Because of his relationship with the Judge, Jesus knows he will not 
be humiliated ultimately. (The word “humiliated” is from the same 
root in verse 6c, “I did not cover my face from humiliation and spit-
ting.” He will give himself to humiliation knowing that ultimately 
he won’t be humiliated.)
B. He knows who he is: The Servant of the Lord (50:7b)

Therefore, I have set My face like flint,
And I know that I shall not be ashamed.

The Servant understands that his sufferings are from God, there-
fore he can submit to them and accept them fully. As the Servant, 
he has only one voice to respond to. This brings great liberty. He can 
submit to that voice contrary to all others. Thus he can set his face 
like flint (much like Jer 1:18 and Ezek 3:8f ), as he did on his journey 
to Jerusalem (Mark 10:33; Luke 9:51). God the Father told him to go, 
and he went. The suffering he would undergo was from God—it was 
not arbitrary—thus it had meaning.

God wants us enslaved to no one. I love my wife because God 
tells me to love her. I love my children because God asks me to love 
them. I honor my parents for the same reason. In his book Keep In 
Step With The Spirit, J. I. Packer wrote,

All the Christian’s human involvements and commitments in this 
world must be consciously based on his awareness of having been 
separated from everything and everyone in creation to belong to 
his Creator alone. Ordered, costly, unstinting commitment for 
the Lord’s sake to spouse, children, parents, employers, employ-
ees, and all one’s other neighbors, on the basis of being radically 
detached from them all to belong to God-Father, Son and Spirit, 
and to no one else, is the unvarying shape of the authentically 
holy life.
The thing that destroys the soul is having different masters, and 

being pulled in many directions as a result. But God did not design 
this. Christians have one Master. This is why they can set their faces 
like flint to submit to his rule, even if that means suffering. “The 

hardness (or power of resistance) derives from his acceptance of the 
blows and shameful treatment with which he meets. It is this com-
plete acceptance, and it alone, that enables him to make his face hard 
as flint” (Claus Westermann).

Tom Hill, who worked at Discovery Publishing for 10 years, was 
a wonderful example of this kind of singlemindedness. Tom suffered 
from cystic fibrosis, asthma, and diabetes, yet he never complained. 
He had resigned himself to the suffering which God had designed 
for him. He was a beautiful fragrance of Christ, using the gifts which 
the Holy Spirit had bestowed upon him, during the years he worked 
in PBC. He had set his face like flint toward the cross, and he did not 
look back. Tom died in March of 1988. His friend, Dennis Chamber-
lain, whose wife had died some years earlier of cystic fibrosis, wrote a 
tribute to Tom, which he shared at his memorial service. I will quote 
just two of the verses:

I see him still,
his face a storm of resignation
and glintings of other powers;
my aged-in-the-oak friend,
companion in death.
In life and death he compelled us
to feel his fundamental contradiction;
weakness and strength…meek,
yet intractable. A man of opposites,
a life of God-made tensions.
That was Tom Hill—“a life of God-made tensions.”
Because God is the Servant’s personal help, and he is his Servant, 

Jesus is unaffected by the worst of circumstances.

II. Making his defense: Unaffected by intimidation 
(50:8-9)

He who vindicates Me is near;
Who will contend with Me?
Let us stand up to each other;
Who has a case against Me?
Let him draw near to Me.
Behold the Lord God helps Me;
Who is he who condemns Me?
Behold, they will all wear out like a garment;
The moth will eat them.

A. God is the vindicator of what is right (50:8)

The Servant knows that the earthly court was not the real court. 
He is not intimidated by his accusers, but rather is very bold as he 
faces them. In his sufferings, his spiritual eyes are opened to see the 
heavenly court and the nearness of the One Holy Judge.

We catch a similar instance of this in the life of Stephen, the first 
Christian martyr. During his trial the heavens were opened to him, 
and his eye captured his heavenly advocate near to him: “But be-
ing full of the Holy Spirit, he gazed intently into heaven and saw 
the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God; and 
he said, ‘Behold, I see the heavens opened up and the Son of Man 
standing at the right hand of God’” (Acts 7:55-56).

This closeness gives the Servant such boldness he invites all others 
to draw near him to conduct the legal proceedings. He asks, “Who 
will contend with me? Who has a case against me? Who is he who 
condemns me?” May God so open our spiritual eyes in the midst of 
our suffering to behold his glory!

	 Isaiah 50:4-11
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I have a friend who has this kind of boldness. He has lived with 
a certain roommate for four years, and recently he heard this man 
castigating Christians for their wrong behavior. He confronted him 
and asked him, “In the four years we have been sharing this apart-
ment has there been anything in my life that has discredited Christ 
or Christianity? You owe me an answer, because if I’m wrong, I’m in 
trouble, but if I’m right, you’re in trouble!” What boldness! Examine 
me, he said to this man. This doesn’t mean Christians live perfect 
lives; it merely means that our sails are set correctly, and we are will-
ing to make things right.
B. God is the Judge of what is wrong (50:9)

On earth the Servant will receive no vindication, but he knows 
that not only will he be vindicated (in the resurrection), but that the 
Sovereign Lord will judge his enemies. He sees that their judgment 
is a quiet, slow, almost imperceptible process. Like the moth which 
slowly destroys a garment in a process invisible to the naked eye, 
judgment is absolutely sure. Because of this, the Servant expends no 
effort at his trial either in his own defense (he is silent) or in thwart-
ing his accusers (John 18:5-11, 36; 19:11). He does not spend any of his 
resources in taking vengeance on his accusers. Christians need not 
try and vindicate themselves when they are falsely accused, because 
someone else will do the vindicating.

The Servant is free from shame, and from fear and intimidation 
because he knows that God will vindicate him.

III. The surprise decree from the bench: The tables are 
turned! (50:10-11)

Who is among you that fears the Lord,
That obeys the voice of His servant,
That walks in darkness and has no light?
Let him trust in the name of the Lord and rely on his God.
Behold, all you who kindle a fire,
Who encircle yourselves with firebrands,
Walk in the light of your fire
And among the brands you have set ablaze.
This you will have from My hand;
And you will lie down in torment.

A. A warning to the accusers (50:11)

There are only two groups at this trial, those who oppose the Ser-
vant, and those who are enrolled in the school of the Servant as 
disciples. There are no fence-sitters present. The accusers come to 
try the Servant, but he is vindicated and instead they themselves are 
tried. We see this same spirit of boldness imparted to the disciples 
after the day of Pentecost. Peter, who once cowered in fear, is so bold 
before the Sanhedrin he exclaims to his accusers that he is not on 
trial, they are (Acts 4:7-13). To “kindle a fire” and “gird yourselves 
with firebrands” are metaphors to describe the actions of the wicked 
in opposing the righteous. These terms are especially used of slander-
ous speech. Like lighted arrows that are fired at the righteous, slander 
burns in the heart. This is what happened to Jesus during his trial. 
Similar expressions are found in the Psalms:

I must lie among those who breathe fire,
Even the sons of men, whose teeth are spears and arrows,
And their tongue a sharp word. (Ps 57:4)

Deliver my soul, O Lord, from lying lips,
From a deceitful tongue…
Sharp arrows of the warrior,

With the burning coals of the broom tree. (Ps 120:2, 4)

God’s command to those who “kindle a fire” is, “Walk in the light 
of your fire, And among the brands you have set ablaze.” “Walk”—
carry out your plan, fill out your works with abandon, in other 
words. This means that once they shoot their arrows at the righteous 
the arrows will turn around, light their path and burn them. God 
often uses the very tools of destruction which the wicked desire to 
use against the righteous and turns them instead upon the wicked.

Then, after they have “walked,” “you will lie down in torment.” 
The wicked will lie down (a metaphor for death) in a place of fiery 
torment. Notice again that humanity is divided into two categories, 
those who respond to the Servant and those who oppose him (much 
like Psalms 1 and 2). There is no third alternative! During World War 
II, Dr. C. Joad, writing for the British Broadcasting Corporation, 
said, “We have abolished the fear of God and instead we live in the 
constant fear of man. We have done away with the idea of a hell in 
the future and we have succeeded in turning our lives in this world 
into a living hell.” What was true in 1940 is still true in 1990.
B. Encouragement to disciples (50:10)

Who is among you that fears the Lord,
That obeys the voice of His servant,
That walks in darkness and has no light?
Let him trust in the name of the Lord and rely on his God.

The first thing which the Judge does in this courtroom drama 
is redefine what it means to be a true Jew. In the Old Testament, a 
Jew was known as “one who feared the Lord.” What is true religion? 
“Fearing the Lord.” And what is true religion now? God is saying 
that man cannot claim to fear the Lord anymore unless he obeys 
the voice of this Servant. Man must have a relationship with the 
Messiah. He is the way to the Father. These were the exact words of 
the Father to Israel at the baptism of Jesus, and repeated to the three 
disciples on the Mount of Transfiguration (Matt 17:5): “This is My 
beloved Son, with whom I am well-pleased; listen to Him!” It is clear 
now that in order for Israel to be part of God’s school of discipleship 
they must come through this Servant.

Then God asks of those who want to be disciples, those who fear 
the Lord and obey the voice of the Servant, “Are there some who 
walk in darkness and have no light in themselves?” A time will come 
when disciples will enter a dark tunnel and the light they have in 
themselves will go out.

But flowers need night’s cool darkness,
The moonlight and the dew,
So Christ from one who loved it,
His shining oft withdrew. (Rutherford)
What God is saying is that the school that Jesus went to is the 

same school his disciples will attend. While he was hanging on the 
cross, Jesus cried out in despair, “Why have you forsaken me?” Dark-
ness covered the land for three hours. This too will happen to you. 
But when it does, “Let him trust in the name of the Lord and rely 
on his God.” Lean on nothing else but the Lord God. You can trust 
him. The God of the Servant will do for you what he did for the 
Servant: He will raise you from the dead.

I was at El Camino Hospital last Sunday, visiting Roberta Luce, 
wife of Charlie Luce, one of our elders. Charlie had just had a con-
ference with the doctors, and he told me that he and Roberta had 
decided to forego surgery; she wanted to go home and be with the 
Lord. As I watched Charlie that day, I don’t know if I could turn my 
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spouse over to the Lord like that. He told me she had said to him, 
“We have had 42 wonderful years together. I want to go home. You’re 
72, and it won’t be long before you join me.” In their dark hour, the 
Luces fully leaned on the Lord God. (Roberta died later that week.) 
That is the school of the disciples.

I read the rabbinical literature to see if the rabbis had anything 
to say about this text, and I found this fascinating piece by Judah 
Halevi:

God has a secret and wise design concerning us, which should be 
compared to the wisdom hidden in the seed which falls into the 
ground, where it undergoes an external transformation into earth, 
water and dirt, without leaving a trace for him who looks down 
upon it. It is, however, the seed itself which transforms earth and 
water into its own substance, carries it from one stage to another, 
until it refines the elements and transfers them into something 
like itself, casting off husks, leaves, etc. and allowing the pure core 
to appear, capable of bearing the Divine Influence…The nations 
merely serve to introduce and pave the way for the expected Mes-
siah, who is the fruition, and they will all become His fruit. Then, 
if they acknowledge Him, they will become one tree. Then they 
will revere the origin which they formerly dispersed, as we have 
observed concerning the words: ‘Behold, My servant prospers.’
The trial at which the enemy sought to destroy the Servant by 

shutting off all human support, becomes instead the trial that liber-
ates him with a new boldness and a new peace.

I will end by reading another poem by the woman who wrote the 
lines which I quoted at the outset. This time she writes about the 
transforming power that is in Jesus Christ.

There I was, a seed, dry and lifeless,
blown by the winds of the cruel environment.
Helpless, sad, abandoned,
destined to live a life of worthlessness.
Then you came along, dear Lord,…
You picked up this small, fragile, lifeless seed,
and place me in the dark, damp, tomb of a hole.
What’s happening? I questioned.
Why are you doing this to me?
Before I knew it, the light was gone.
I felt abandoned, angry, hurt.
There was no one I could turn to
I was alone.
I felt the ache of my own emptiness.
Fear began to overwhelm me
like a ravenous worm searching a choice morsel.
Oh, the pain.
Oh, the never-ending tears of bitterness and anger.

I felt like I was dying
And with all my minuscule powers
I could not change it.
I felt life was going on without me.
Suddenly I felt a strange new sensation.
Warm and somehow comforting.
It penetrated the shell of my existence,
It reached to my innermost, deepest core.
It began healing, putting together, and putting right
things I thought would never be right again.
The wetness from my own tears seemed to change
in the presence of this warmth.
I began to feel different.
I began to get nourishment
that You had planned for me.
I couldn’t believe that You cared enough for me
to have planned all this.
The shell that surrounded me,
seem to be loosening, disintegrating, separating from me.
There was something new and exciting in me.
I began to understand that this was not the end,
but just the beginning.
I had died to the world, to self,
and because of You,
Now, I’m going to live.
I felt my roots embracing the abundant nourishment
I felt new life, powerful enough to part the soil,
reach toward Him who created me.
How wonderful it was to be free of the old shell,
though it was still lurking near by.
The warmth of Your love now glowed inside me.
I realized how great was Your tenderness, compassion for me.
I realized the power of Your sacrifice.
With humble thankfulness, I praised my living God.
I finally broke through the deep darkness of my life
into Your glorious light.
And it was wonderful!

That is the school of disciples, the school which transforms hard-
ened freeway daisies into transcendent and free new beings.
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Over the past couple of months I have been astonished and 
amazed at God’s grace in the salvation of my father at the age of 
81. Twenty-three years ago, when I came to Christ, I began praying 
for my dad. One Father’s Day, I wrote him a letter telling him how 
much he meant to me. I also told him that I had another Father, 
the Lord God. As I had been about my earthly father’s business up 
to then, I wrote, as a maturing man I now felt called to be about 
my Heavenly Father’s business. After he read the letter, dad told my 
mother that he felt he had lost his one and only son. Shortly after-
wards I left the field of economics and began teaching the Scriptures, 
and he was very upset by my decision. I continued to pray for him, 
and later, after I was married, I prayed that my children might lead 
him to faith. In the mid-1970’s, Emily and I lost a son, and a year 
later a daughter, but I felt that it was all worthwhile if my dad came 
to Christ. Even this, however, failed to make a difference. I gave up 
hope, and I even gave up praying that he would ever be saved.

Several weeks ago, my mother telephoned me to say that my father 
had a blocked carotid artery, and they were rather concerned about 
him having a stroke. Although he had been a practicing surgeon in 
the Los Angeles area for 50 years, he could not find a surgeon who 
would operate on him because he did not manifest any symptoms. 
I shared this with a Christian cardiologist friend. He called my dad 
that very day and invited him to come up to the Bay Area, saying 
that he knew an excellent vascular surgeon who would perform the 
surgery. He accepted, and flew up here a couple of days later. In 
surgery, the doctors discovered that his artery was 95% blocked. It 
was a miracle he had survived up to then. The surgery was success-
ful, and within a couple of days he was recuperating in my home. I 
sensed that he had changed. He wanted to be involved in everything 
I was doing. He went with me to pick up my children; he asked me 
to write thank you notes to the doctors and nurses; he followed me 
around, observing me in all I was doing.

Our PBC Men’s Retreat was scheduled for the following week-
end, and I had planned to spend the two days preceding the retreat 
with Michael Green, the guest speaker. I invited my dad to come 
along with us, and he said he would like to come. During those two 
days we had several conversations about family matters, and for the 
first time in my life I felt we had begun to communicate about these 
things. One evening he shared with me concerning various personal 
events in his life. Then suddenly, out of the blue, he asked, “If Jesus is 
the Messiah, why did the Jews reject him?” I about fell off my chair! 
As I thought about his question, and how I would respond, I sud-
denly thought how interesting it was that the relationship between 
Jesus, the Jews, and the nations was almost an exact parallel to the 
relationship between my dad and me.

That relationship between Jesus, the Jews, and the nations is the 
theme of the fourth Servant Song from the book of Isaiah, to which 
we come today in our studies in the Servant Songs. Isaiah 52:13–53:12 
is the most frequently quoted text in the New Testament. Here we 

enter into the Scriptural Holy of Holies, as Isaiah gives a detailed de-
scription, 700 years before Christ, of the Servant’s atoning work and 
his reception by God, the nations and Israel. The song is composed 
of five sections, each having three verses. Each section describes an 
amazing, astonishing paradox in God’s actions in bringing his salva-
tion to the whole earth.

This text forms the basis of Peter’s first sermon to the Jews on the 
day of Pentecost, a message which resulted in the conversion of 3000 
Jews. Because the early Christians were so effective in using this text 
to evangelize the Jews, it was officially removed from all synagogue 
readings. The distinguished orthodox Jewish scholar, the late Her-
bert Loewe, wrote, “the reason the prophecy of the Suffering Servant 
is not included in the synagogue lectionary, although the passages 
immediately preceding and following it are found there, is the Chris-
tian application of that prophecy to Jesus.” Since this was a favorite 
text of the apostles, one that proved so effective for evangelism for 
the early Christians, ought we not master it for the good of our own 
souls and in order to spread the gospel?

The literary structure of the text is easy to follow. It will be helpful 
if we can imagine the setting as a stage, and as each section of the 
drama unfolds, a spotlight is turned on the different participants 
involved.

I will begin by giving observations on the literary structure of this 
song.

A1: Spotlight on God: 52:13-15
	 God exalts his Servant, granting him great success among the 

nations.

B1: Spotlight on Israel: 53:1-3
	 Israel evaluates the Servant, and rejects him because he did not 

have the credentials she sought.

C. Spotlight on the truth: 53:4-6
	 The Atonement: The Servant suffers our death for us!

B2: Spotlight on Israel: 53:7-10
	 Israel executes the Servant, while the Servant remains silent.

A2: Spotlight on God: 53:11-13
	 God rewards the Servant and grants him eternal glory. God has 

the first and last word regarding his Servant.

Each section unfolds an amazing, astonishing paradox concerning 
God’s salvation in history. These events demonstrate that God is ex-
tremely complex in the manner in which he brings about salvation. 
In the same way, I was astonished when my father came to faith just 
a few weeks ago. God answered in an amazing and complex manner 
the prayers which I had prayed for my father 23 years ago.

Let us look then at this first section.
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I. The exaltation of the Servant by God (52:13-15)
A. The description of his exaltation (52:13)

Behold, My servant will prosper,
He will be high and lifted up, and greatly exalted. (NASB)

The Hebrew word for “prosper” has three aspects. First, the Ser-
vant will have insight; he will have a plan—he will know what to 
do; second, he will successfully do it; and third, he will be rewarded 
for it. This verse focuses on the third aspect, namely, the Servant’s 
reward.

Recent events have made it obvious that General Schwarzkopf, 
the commanding general of the coalition forces in the Gulf War, is 
a military genius. This is the man who came up with a plan for the 
liberation of Kuwait. Military campaigns are won by deception, and 
he deceived the Iraqi forces by feigning an amphibious landing, but 
instead, he accomplished the greatest ever movement of troops and 
supplies in history, and invaded Iraq from the west. He had a plan, 
he carried it out successfully, and he has been rewarded with honor. 
Now, however, comes the difficult work of cleaning up the mess in 
Kuwait — the carnage, the oil spills, the fires, the destruction.

This is what the Servant has done for man. He knew what needed 
to be achieved in order to accomplish salvation. By dying on the 
cross he cleaned up the wickedness of man, brought forgiveness for 
sin, paid the damages, and is creating a new heavens and new earth. 
As a result of his success, he will be exalted: “He will be high and 
lifted up, and greatly exalted.” Many scholars see in this a parallel to 
Jesus’ resurrection, ascension and exaltation. No one else, however 
great his record, has achieved the heights which the Servant has. God 
rewarded him by crowning him Lord of all. We see this elsewhere in 
this book. In his first vision of the Lord, in Isaiah 6, the prophet sees 
him, “high, exalted on the throne.” Here the prophet is saying that 
due to the work of the Son, the Son is everything that God himself 
is. Every honor that God has, the Servant also possesses. Here is how 
the apostle Peter, from his sermon in Acts, described this, “This Jesus 
God raised up again, to which we are all witnesses. Therefore having 
been exalted to the right hand of God, and having received from 
the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, He has poured forth that 
which you both see and hear” (Acts 2:32-33). Thus we see described 
the exaltation of the Servant.

Next, Isaiah describes the impact which this exaltation will have 
on the nations.
B. The impact of his exaltation among the nations: Worshipped in 
amazement (52:14-15)

Just as many were appalled at him,
So His appearance was marred more than any man,
And His form more than the sons of men.
Thus He will startle many nations,
Kings will shut their mouths on account of Him;
For what had not been told them they will see,
And what they had not heard they will understand.

To the astonishment of the nations this Servant, like Israel, suf-
fers. When they behold the suffering of this once glorious man from 
Galilee, men will be absolutely horrified. They will be appalled to 
the point of being speechless by the appearance of this one. Jesus 
suffered to the point where he was beyond human recognition. In 
the words of Psalm 22, he said of himself, “I am a worm, and not a 
man.” Suffering that results in disfigurement sometimes causes the 
sufferer to be cut off from his fellow men. Jesus was flogged with 36 

lashes; he was beaten with a reed; crowned with thorns that pierced 
his skull; mocked and spat upon. He was scarcely recognizable as he 
made his way to Golgotha. And this was the great stumbling block 
for Israel. How could Jesus be the beloved Messiah and suffer a fate 
that set him apart as under the curse of God?

The first step in understanding the work of Jesus on the cross is to 
experience in our being a deep sense of horror that leaves us speech-
less at the suffering he endured. In the television news accounts 
of the Gulf War we viewed the reporters’ pool reports of what the 
military wanted us to see. What was presented, of course, was not 
the human carnage, but what some have described as a Nintendo-
type war—smart bombs hitting their targets with pinpoint accuracy, 
Stealth bombers on nighttime missions, etc. One reporter, however, 
spoke of other video he had seen of the Apache helicopters blowing 
dozens of Iraqi soldiers to pieces. We would find that horrifying; we 
wouldn’t want to look at it. Yet we will never fully appreciate the love 
of God until we look upon the face and the body of Jesus and be hor-
rified at the sight of what we deserved to suffer for our sin — because 
what happened to him was intended for us. He loved us so much 
that he suffered the torture and torment which we justly deserved.

Just as the nations are appalled at the sufferings of the Servant, 
they will be startled and speechless at his exaltation: “He will startle 
many nations/Kings will shut their mouths on account of Him.” 
What was unheard of is comprehended, so that they will be speech-
less. News will go like wildfire into faraway places (nations) and into 
exalted circles (kings). This is the paradox: the nations (the goyim)—
those who were not studying the prophetic promises, who had no 
preparation in the sacrificial literature, who had never heard of the 
Word—are the ones who freely give their hearts to Jesus when they 
hear his name. They learn the background afterwards, reversing ev-
erything. This is truly astonishing!

Verse 15b: “What had not been told them they will see.” In the 
Old Covenant, God first displayed his acts of salvation so that the 
first generation saw them with the eye. It was their responsibility to 
pass to the next generation what they saw, thus succeeding genera-
tions heard God’s acts of salvation with the ear. The psalmist says,

Listen, O my people to my instruction;
Incline your ears to the words of my mouth.
I will open my mouth in a parable;
I will utter dark sayings of old,
Which we have heard and known,
And our fathers have told us.
We will not conceal them from their children,
But tell to the generation to come the praises of the Lord,
And His strength and His wondrous works that He has done. 

(Ps 78:1-4)

In the New Covenant, says Isaiah, “what had not been told them, 
they will see.” Perhaps this is a hint that by means of the Holy Spirit, 
one’s experience is so real that he becomes, in a sense, an eyewitness 
of God’s salvation, as if he were part of that first generation. We 
remember Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians, “But we all, with unveiled 
face beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being trans-
formed into the same image from glory to glory, just as from the 
Lord, the Spirit” (2 Cor 3:18).

How astonishing, that this man who was smitten, crushed under 
the wrath of God until he was utterly disfigured, should be given 
such approval and significance among the nations! And especially 

	 Isaiah 52:13–53:12



3

so when the nations who worship him so readily had no previous 
knowledge of him!

Last year, I met an Iranian man on a train journey from Romania 
to Austria. He was escaping from his country, having suffered under 
the horrific war between Iraq and Iran. His brother had been killed 
by an Iraqi chemical weapon, and his family were speechless at the 
barbarity of his death. I shared the gospel with him, but he replied, 
“I don’t want God in my life. He has allowed too much pain.” We 
exchanged addresses, and later I sent him a copy of the New Testa-
ment. I told him about the pain which Jesus suffered, that he was 
“marred more than the sons of men,” and this is what finally opened 
the door to Farzad. Each time he writes me now he quotes from the 
New Testament. Just last week he wrote and said, “I have found an-
other Christian propagandist, just like you! He’s taking me to church 
in Austria every week.” Isn’t that amazing? This man is a Muslim, 
with no Christian background whatsoever, and now he loves the 
New Testament. Doesn’t that astonish you? It ought to. This is God’s 
plan of salvation.

Thus the first paradox in our text is the fact that the nations who 
have not heard of the Servant, begin to worship Jesus immediately 
when they hear his name.

We find the second paradox in verses 1-3.

II. The rejection of the Servant by Israel (53:1-3)
A. Astonishment at the Servant’s rejection by Israel (53:1)

Who has believed our message?
And to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?

If it is astonishing that those with no previous knowledge of 
the Servant can worship him, it is even more amazing that those 
to whom the promises were given, for the most part rejected him. 
What a paradox this is!

Next, Isaiah gives the reasons for Israel’s unbelief. It is because the 
Servant seemingly did not have any credentials for the task.
B. The reasons for unbelief: Lack of credentials (53:2)

For He grew up before Him like a tender shoot,
And like a root out of parched ground;
He has no stately form or majesty that we should look upon 

Him,
Nor appearance that we should be attracted to Him.

“Tender shoot,” a suckling, or sapling, is a shoot which grows 
from a plant’s stem or root. Vegetable gardeners know that as soon 
as the sucker shoot grows up in the tomato vine, it must be removed 
or it will sap the vitality of the plant. This is how the Jews regarded 
Jesus. When he presented himself to Israel, they charged that he was 
not part of the established lines of Judaism. He would not identify 
himself with the Essenes; he attacked the Pharisees, the Scribes, and 
the Sadducees; and he would not partake in the cause of the Zeal-
ots. He said the Kingdom of God was different from what all these 
groups had anticipated.

Secondly, the Servant was regarded by the Jews as “a root out of 
parched ground.” The Servant seemed to have no promise for suc-
cess. He was like a root out of parched ground. He was raised in Gal-
ilee, outside the main centers of Jewish life in Jerusalem. His parents 
were poor, lacking prestige. He ate with tax collectors and sinners. 
His disciples were a collection of outcasts from varying backgrounds. 
At his death he had no following, yet he claimed to be the Messiah.

Thirdly, the Servant had “no stately form or majesty.” He had 
no outward beauty, unlike David, who was ruddy and handsome, 
or Joseph. In the OT, beauty symbolized God’s blessing, but Jesus 
had “no appearance that we should be attracted to Him.” At the an-
nouncement of his kingship in Jerusalem, he entered the city, riding 
on the foal of a donkey (Matt 21:1-11). He was not crowned not with 
gold, but with thorns. Instead of a scepter he wielded a broken reed 
(Matt 27:29). The Servant demonstrated nothing in his personal ap-
pearance that pointed toward his Messiahship.

Next, we have Israel’s assessment of this man.
C. Israel’s evaluation of the Servant (53:3)

He was despised and forsaken of men,
A man of sorrows, and (well) acquainted with grief;
And like one from whom men hide their face,
He was despised, and we did not esteem Him.

“Despised” is the key word here. The Servant’s physical appear-
ance led Israel to esteem him of no value. Having “esteemed” him—
having put a lot of thought into their appraisal of him, in other 
words—they felt he was without significance. Rather, they despised 
him; they held him in contempt. The words here are reminiscent of 
the language used by the psalmists to describe the pain of rejection. 
In the psalms, however, these concepts are used only of a period in 
someone’s life, while here in Isaiah they speak of one who was de-
spised all throughout his life, even unto death. He was held in con-
tempt, without kindness or courtesy all his days. In fact, the expres-
sion, “like one from whom men hide their face,” in Israel referred 
to one suffering from leprosy. The Servant was treated like a leper, 
and subjected to great mental anguish. Today, we could say he was 
treated like a child who, through no fault of his own, suffers from 
AIDS, and is treated like an outcast, a leper, at school. This will give 
us an inkling of how Jesus was treated all his life. The astonishing 
thing, of course, is that he suffered all of this willingly for us. Surely 
one of the most poignant verses in the entire New Testament must 
be Jesus’ words, “The foxes have holes, and the birds of the air have 
nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay His head” (Luke 9:58). 
He was welcome nowhere. His entire life was stamped with grief and 
sorrow. The psalmist wrote,

Because for Thy sake I have borne reproach;
Dishonor has covered my face.
I have become estranged from my brothers,
And an alien to my mother’s sons. (Ps 69:7-8)

During our Men’s Retreat, I taught a seminar on coping with 
grief. Two men who attended shared that their wives had committed 
suicide. One of them said that when he told his mother, she chal-
lenged him and said, “Don’t cry. Grow up.” So, as men are wont 
to do, he held everything inside. Isn’t it true that your own family 
circle is very often the arena where you feel the most pain? Fathers, 
mothers and children have a way of hurting one another deeply at 
times. It is amazing that the Servant deliberately chose abuse, verbal 
abuse throughout his life, and intense physical, verbal and emotional 
abuse on the day of his death, so that he could bring healing to you 
and me. Truly, he was “a man of sorrows, and well acquainted with 
grief.”

The second amazing paradox in God’s plan of salvation, is that the 
Jews, the very people who possessed the law and prophets, to whom 
were given the promises, were the ones who esteemed the Messiah of 
no value, and they rejected him. He willingly endured abuse, for you 
and me. Why? you ask. The glorious note of this text, however, is 
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that God has not forgotten the Jews. He went to the nations because, 
just as we discover in our own family circles, it is hard for one’s own 
flesh to discern spirit. The Jews were too close to Jesus to recognize 
Spirit, thus God dispensed the gift among the nations so that they 
might play the symphony of the love of Christ for man. Then God 
dispersed the Jews among the nations so that they might hear the 
divine symphony, so that they might see and believe that God has 
not rejected his people Israel.

When my father asked me that question, “If Jesus is the Messiah, 
why did the Jews reject him?” I could have responded, “Dad, it’s 
just like you and me. I’m too close to you for you to see Jesus.” It is 
amazing that God brought my father to the Bay Area on the only 
weekend when he could hear the symphony of love played by 500 
men. By the time the Retreat began, I was already emotionally spent 
by what had already happened between us. Then I heard him sing-
ing the hymns, and I was amazed again. Many men spontaneously 
shared with him what the Lord meant to them. Although there were 
several seminars, he wanted to come to mine dealing with grief, and 
I shared about losing my children. Tiredness prevented him from at-
tending Michael Green’s group meeting that evening, during which 
Michael spoke on coming to faith in Christ. On Sunday morning, 
Michael delivered an altar call to everyone present at the Retreat, 
although I knew he was speaking directly to my father. He did not 
respond, however, and I felt discouraged. People began to file out 
to eat breakfast together, and I went to do an errand. While I was 
gone, Michael sat with my father and looked him right in the eyes. 
“When are you going to come to Christ?” he asked him. “I’m ready 
right now,” my dad replied. When I returned to our rooms to take 
Michael and my father to the airport, my dad looked at me, with 
tears in his eyes (the first time in my life I had ever seen him cry). 
He stretched out his hand to me and said, “I have just accepted the 
Lord.” Then we embraced. A friend brought the news to the hun-
dreds of men just sitting down to breakfast. The entire crowd stood 
and cheered, many of them weeping with joy.

This is the kind of God whom we worship. He took one life, and 
multiplied it, so that when my father, at 81 years of age, came to the 
Bay Area to undergo life-saving surgery on his body, he heard a sym-
phony of love sung by the many. God was all the while operating on 
his spirit, and he ended up coming to faith in the Servant.

In appreciation to the Lord, I have written the following poem:

My Father Remembered

O Father, you heard the cry of a boy,
Who first learned to weep over his father,
When he sat silent in the face of love,
You put his tears in a bottle,
And hid them.
Years later you called him to Mt. Moriah,
But he thought not in vain,
If the sweet scent would
Place the Son in the father’s heart.
He descended the mountain
And clung to his father,
He looked into his face
But saw only silence.
The boy went into the desert to forget.
He sang in the cave of Adullum;
And there he found men,
The discontent and fatherless.
They grew strong together,
And became his mighty men of renown,
He loved them,
They would be his father.
In all their travels,
The son thanked his Father,
For such a wound,
That forged this new family.
But whenever he returned to Ziklag
Under the darkness of the night,
He heard his daughters cry, “Daddy,”
He knew he could not forget.
Then God remembered the boy,
And visited him with his father,
“Take now your father, the one whom you love,
And journey to land of Moriah.”
They journeyed quietly up the mountain,
The father asked,
“Behold the fire and the wood,
But where is the lamb?”
The son was silent.
Then he raised his eyes,
And heard them singing,
All the men of renown.
With the lamb upon their shoulders.
Those thousand eyes,
Broke into the father’s heart,
The father wept, took the lamb,
And became a son.
O Father, how great are your wonders,
You heard the cry of a boy,
And kept his tears in a bottle.
I shall never forget.
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Modern society has, I feel, caused great damage by saying that 
people are not responsible for their actions. We have all but removed 
the word “sin” from our vocabulary. Today, we treat all kinds of 
wrong behavior as sickness. When we say that people are not re-
sponsible for their actions, however, we diminish their dignity as 
human beings. We remove the possibility of true guilt, which weighs 
heavily on the soul that is being dealt with. In his book, The Crisis in 
Psychiatry and Religion, Dr. Hobart Mowrer wrote, “Just so long as a 
person lives under the shadow of real, unacknowledged, and unexpi-
ated guilt, he cannot… ‘accept himself ’…He will continue to hate 
himself and to suffer the inevitable consequences of self-hatred.” The 
Scriptures teach that even the psychotic who has turned his back on 
God, still is aware in the depth of his heart of “the ordinance of God, 
that those who practice such things are worthy of death” (Rom 1:32). 
“Sin must be dealt with in the private courts of the human heart,” 
wrote Karl Menninger.

The truth of this came home painfully to me a few years ago. A 
member of my family married a young man who did not disclose to 
his bride that he was an alcoholic. He had abstained from alcohol 
for five years before the wedding, but on his honeymoon he began 
drinking again. She forgave him, but his shame was so great he could 
not accept her forgiveness. Then he went and had an adulterous affair 
with her best friend. She forgave him yet again, and offered to rec-
oncile with him. Once more, however, his shame weighed so heavily 
on him he could not accept forgiveness. He died at 38, from cirrhosis 
of the liver. Why could he not accept forgiveness? The Scriptures 
declare that forgiveness cannot be offered until someone pays a price. 
This young man felt he had to punish himself with self-hatred, and 
he began that punishment by hating the one he loved most. Perhaps 
this explains much of the abuse we hear about today—it is really a 
form of self-self-inflicted punishment. Many people live in a deep 
well of shame. They spend much of their life hiding their shame, 
because it is too painful to expose. They feel there is no possibility of 
cleansing because the damage that has been done is too great.

Our text from Isaiah 53 is good news for anyone suffering from 
this syndrome. There is One who has already exposed your shame, 
and has already paid in full the damage caused by your sin. We are 
referring to the atonement, the pure, naked truth of the atonement, 
set out in the Holy of Holies of Scripture, chapter 53 of Isaiah. Last 
week, we saw that this text breaks down into five sections, each com-
posed of three verses. We likened the scene to a stage, upon which 
God displays his Servant to the entire world, and in each section the 
spotlight shines on a different person onstage. And we discovered 
that each section unveils an amazing, astonishing paradox about sal-
vation history. We saw revealed the complexity and the majesty of 
God, and the astonishing way in which he brings about salvation.

We could say that the soul must take a five-step journey in order 
to comprehend the depth of the love of Christ as it is expressed in 
his cross. In the first section, the spotlight was on God, who exalted 

his Servant. The astonishing thing was that the Servant would have 
great success among nations who had no Old Testament background 
whatever. They were not looking for a Messiah; they knew nothing 
of the patriarchs or the prophets, yet when they even heard the name 
Jesus, they began to worship him. Later, they would come to know 
the background details. Isn’t that astonishing? The nation of Israel, 
on the other hand, who had the background, the promises of the OT 
and the blood relationship with the Servant, rejected her Messiah. 
Don’t you find that amazing?

Today, the spotlight shines on the naked truth of the atoning work 
of the Servant. I feel unworthy to share this good news. I would 
rather have one of our Romanian brothers, whom we ministered to 
over the last three years, preach this text, because they have suffered 
so much and have entered into the meaning of the cross.

I. The work of the Servant for Israel: He died my death! 
(53:4-6)
A. A vicarious atonement that was misunderstood (53:4)

Surely our griefs He himself bore,
And our sorrows He carried;
Yet we ourselves esteemed Him stricken,
Smitten of God, and afflicted. (NASB)

Notice there the repetition of the pronouns “our,” and “He”: 
our griefs He himself bore; our sorrows He carried; He was pierced 
through for our transgressions; He was crushed for our iniquities; 
the chastening of our well-being fell upon Him, etc. Jesus suffered 
vicariously for us by carrying our sins and dying our death. He need 
not have died at all. The fact that he died is evidence that there is an 
atonement; he had to die for someone else because he was sinless.

The term “bore” is an allusion to the scapegoat which was ban-
ished on the Day of Atonement, foreshadowing Christ’s atoning 
death. “Then Aaron shall lay both of his hands on the head of the live 
goat, and confess over it all the iniquities of the sons of Israel, and all 
their transgression in regard to all their sins…And the goat shall bear 
on itself all their iniquities to a solitary land” (Lev 16:21-22). “Griefs” 
and “sorrows” refers to the consequences of our sins, that trail of 
mental and physical anguish that sin leaves behind in its path.

In a television interview a few nights ago, General Schwarzkopf 
described what he saw during his journey to meet the Iraqi com-
manders to arrange the cease-fire—the fireballs from the oil wells, 
the thick black smoke, the death and devastation. If there is a hell, 
he said, this is what it must look like. It will take years to clean up 
the mess. Isn’t this what happens in our lives when we want to go 
our own way? We seek a divorce from our mates, or we enter into 
alcoholism or other abuses. It doesn’t seem we are hurting anyone; 
we are just doing our own thing, we say. But the damage has been 
done, and the consequences of our sin will pass down among the 
generations. The good news of this passage, however, is that not only 
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has Jesus forgiven our sins, he also has paid the damages. One writer 
put it this way,

Jehovah lifted up his rod;
O Christ, it fell on Thee!
Thou was sore stricken of thy God;
There’s not one stroke for me.
The Servant died our death for us. How astonishing!
Secondly, he died our death misunderstood and unappreciated. 

He died our death willingly, and yet the text says that the nation es-
teemed him, “Smitten of God, and afflicted.” The reason, of course, 
was that Israel regarded him as being under the curse of God. They 
had the book of Deuteronomy as proof: “And if a man has commit-
ted a sin worthy of death, and he is put to death, and you hang him 
on a tree, his corpse shall not hang all night on the tree, but you shall 
surely bury him on the same day (for he who is hanged is accursed 
of God)” (Deut 21:22-23). Even while he was hanging on the cross, 
dying for them, they mocked him, as Luke’s gospel declares: “And 
the people stood by, looking on. And even the rulers were sneer-
ing at Him, saying, ‘He saved other; let Him save Himself if this is 
the Christ of God, His Chosen One.’ And the soldiers also mocked 
Him, coming up to Him, offering Him sour wine, and saying, ‘If 
you are the king of the Jews, save Yourself!’” (Luke 23:35-37).

The cross has always been the great stumbling block for the Jews. 
In a debate between Trypho, a Jew, and Justin, a Christian philoso-
pher, following the crushing of the Jewish revolt in Palestine in AD 
135, Trypho said in response to Justin’s teaching that the Messiah had 
to suffer, “It is quite clear that the Scriptures announce that Christ 
had to suffer…We know that he should suffer and be led as a sheep. 
But prove to us whether he must be crucified and die so disgracefully 
and so dishonorably the death accursed in the Law. For we cannot 
bring ourselves even to consider this.” Israel disdained and despised 
him.

And so does the modern world, with its love of power, its ar-
rogance and ambition. Here is how Friedrich Nietzsche, in 1895, re-
garded Christianity, as quoted in John R.W. Stott’s book, The Cross 
of Christ:

Near the beginning of his book The Anti-Christ (1895) [Nietzsche] 
defines the good as ‘the will to power’, the bad as ‘all that pro-
ceeds from weakness’, and happiness as ‘the feeling that power 
increases…’, while ‘what is more harmful than any vice’ is ‘active 
sympathy for the ill-constituted and weak—Christianity’. Admir-
ing Darwin’s emphasis on the survival of the fittest, he despised all 
forms of weakness, and in their place dreamt of the emergence of 
a ‘superman’ and a ‘daring ruling race’. To him ‘depravity’ meant 
‘decadence’, and nothing was more decadent than Christianity 
which ‘has taken the side of everything weak, base, ill-constitut-
ed’. Being ‘the religion of pity’, it ‘preserves what is ripe for de-
struction’ and so ‘thwarts the law of evolution’. Nietzsche reserved 
his most bitter invective for ‘the Christian conception of God’ as 
‘God of the sick, God as spider, God as spirit’, and for the Chris-
tian Messiah whom he dismissed contemptuously as the ‘God on 
the Cross’.
This is the philosophy that our university students are exposed 

to throughout our land today: The will to power, to be your own 
god, have contempt on everything weak. Yet the astonishing thing 
is that in the cross of Christ, the very One for whom you are taught 
to have contempt was dying for you. What an amazing love, to give 
your life for someone, knowing that it will not be understood or ap-

preciated, to do a good deed only to be despised for it. Yet he did it 
for us anyway.

Furthermore, our inability to recognize the atonement did not 
make it ineffective. If you as a parent give a gift to your child, and it 
is not appreciated by him, that renders your gift ineffective. It is not 
so with the cross of Christ, however, as we will see.

B. A vicarious atonement that was effective (53:5)

But He was pierced through for our transgressions,
He was crushed for our iniquities;
The chastening of our well-being fell upon Him,
And by His scourging we are healed.

The Servant was pierced through, crushed, chastened, and 
scourged, yet his atonement was not ineffective. Our guilt was 
heaped upon him, and his life to us. Isn’t that astonishing? Abused 
people often take upon themselves the guilt of the one who abused 
them, but it is unheard of for an oppressor ever to take on the righ-
teousness of his innocent victim. Yet this is exactly what happened 
on the cross. Jesus took our guilt, and in return we were given his 
righteousness. Sometimes today we hear people say, “I don’t want 
forgiveness. I want to pay my own way.” Well, here is the charge: 
“pierced through, crushed, chastened, scourged.” As guilt bears 
down on the soul it has a crushing weight to it that rips apart the 
flesh, penetrates deep into the bowels and then pulverizes one into 
the dust. If you want to pay your own way, go ahead. That is the cost 
Jesus paid. This is how Scripture describes it: “Then Pilate therefore 
took Jesus, and had Him scourged” (John 19:1); “They pierced my 
hands and my feet” (Ps 22:16); “But one of the soldiers pierced His 
side with a spear, and immediately there came out blood and water” 
(John 19:34).

And what did we, his oppressors, receive in return? “Well-being,” 
is the answer given in this verse. Shalom is the term. Because full 
payment was made, all the well-being that was due to Jesus is gifted 
to you and me—reconciliation (we have been reconciled to God), 
justification (it is as if we had never sinned), adoption (as sons and 
daughters, having the same rights as Jesus himself ), and glorification 
(we are made like Christ, without the presence of sin). Isn’t that 
amazing? That is how effective the Servant’s atonement was.

Thirdly, the sacrifice of the Servant resulted in

C. A vicarious atonement that was universal (53:6)

All of us like sheep have gone astray,
Each of us has turned to his own way;
But the Lord has caused to fall upon Him,
The iniquity of us all.

The need is universal, as this verse clearly states. The New Testa-
ment letters agree. In 1 Peter 2:25, for instance, the apostle wrote, 
“For you were continually straying like sheep, but now you have 
returned to the Shepherd and Guardian of your souls.” And in Ro-
mans 3:23, Paul wrote, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory 
of God.”

If the need was universal, however, the sacrifice of the Servant was 
adequate for all. To make the point clear, the Hebrew text begins 
and ends with the word “all.” All are in need of Christ’s sacrifice, 
and Christ’s sacrifice was adequate for all. The writers of the New 
Testament will expand this to include not only all Israel, but also 
the whole world. “He Himself is the propitiation for our sins; not for 
ours only, but also for those of the whole world” (1 John 2:2).
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There we have the third paradox of the cross. Jesus died my death, 
and though his sacrifice was utterly unappreciated and despised, its 
very rejection ensured that its benefits became available to the whole 
world.

Two weeks ago, our Romanian brother, Vasile, the man who or-
ganized the many conferences we held in that country over the past 
few years, visited us here in PBC. He spoke to our men’s Bible study 
and astounded the men by saying, “I came to say thanks. You did 
everything for us. You sent us brothers and sisters who loved us. You 
taught us, and gave us our hymnal, all in the midst of danger. We 
have one gift to give you, and that is our suffering. Perhaps that is 
Romania’s gift to the nations.” Having seen the spiritual benefits of 
the suffering they experienced, I have to say that their gift of suffer-
ing has more value than all of our gifts combined.

When God became flesh, the only gift he gave to his apostles 
was the cross, the gift of suffering. He did not give them money, 
position, status, or prestige. The value of this gift of suffering was so 
great, however, that when the apostles suffered, instead of cowering 
and complaining, they experienced joy and a sense of privilege to be 
considered worthy to suffer for the name of Christ. They were more 
than willing to be treated as the scum of the earth in order to impart 
this gift to others. Why is this gift so great? It is because no other gift 
so perfectly displays the love of God for man than this.

II. The execution of the Servant: I killed him! (53:7-9)
A. His trial (53:7)

He was oppressed and He was afflicted,
Yet He did not open His mouth;
Like a lamb that is led to slaughter,
And like a sheep that is silent before its shearers,
So He did not open His mouth.

We come now to the fourth paradox of the cross. Here we have 
juxtaposed the violence of the nation, and the silence of the Servant. 
He died a violent death, yet he said nothing. The account in Mat-
thew’s gospel tells the story of the cruelty and the violence he faced: 
“Then they spat in His face and beat Him with their fists; and others 
slapped Him, and said, ‘Prophesy to us, You Christ; who is the one 
who hit You?’” (Matt 26:67-68).

Yet he did not respond to his torturers and accusers. “He will not 
cry out or raise His voice, Nor make His voice heard in the street” 
(Isa 42:2). Matthew corroborates: “And while He was being accused 
by the chief priests and elders, He made no answer…And He did not 
answer him with regard to even a single charge, so that the governor 
was quite amazed” (Matt 27:12, 14). Why did Jesus not say anything 
in his defense? It was because his silence magnified the horror of his 
death and the depravity of his executioners. Furthermore, in his si-
lence, Jesus was showing that he was saving his speech for the courts 
of heaven, when he would stand before the true Judge and Advocate. 
Silence in the face of unjust charges forces the accuser to think most 
carefully about his own depravity.

Now we come to the death of the Servant. Here again we see the 
violence and the blindness of the nation.
B. His death (53:8)

By oppression and judgment He was taken away;
And as for His generation, who considered
That He was cut off out of the land of the living,
For the transgression of my people to whom the stoke was due?

No one present at the Servant’s trial had enough insight to con-
sider that he was dying for them. They scourged him, crowned his 
head with thorns, beat him, and forced him to carry his own cross 
to Golgotha. What violence they inflicted upon him! Yet, he says, “I 
gave My back to those who strike Me, And My cheeks to those who 
pluck out the beard; I did not cover My face from humiliation and 
spitting” (Isa 50:6).

Referring to the blindness of the nation in his sermon in Acts 2, 
the apostle Peter said,

“You nailed (this Man) to a cross by the hands of godless men 
and put Him to death. And God raised Him up again, putting 
an end to the agony of death, since it was impossible for Him to 
be held in its power…Be saved from this perverse generation!” 
(Acts 2:23, 40)

Likewise, the apostle Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians,

but we speak God’s wisdom in a mystery, the hidden wisdom, 
which God predestined before the ages to our glory; the wisdom 
which none of the rulers of this age has understood; for if they 
had understood it, they would not have crucified the Lord of 
glory. (1 Cor 2:7-8)

Finally, we come to the burial of the Servant.

C. His burial (53:9)

His grave was assigned with wicked men,
Yet He was with a rich man in His death,
Because He had done no violence,
Nor was there any deceit in His mouth.

It is significant that Pilate, in order to free Jesus, offered to release 
to the crowd Barabbas, a convicted murderer and revolutionary. Ba-
rabbas, in a sense, epitomized what Israel had become—a nation of 
Zealots determined to introduce the Kingdom of God by force and 
violence. Jesus instead took his place and died the death of a wicked 
revolutionary. Pilate asked the mob,

“Whom do you want me to release for you? Barabbas, or Je-
sus who is called Christ?”…And they said, “Barabbas.”…And 
they put up above His head the charge against Him which read, 
“THIS IS JESUS THE KING OF THE JEWS.” At that time two robbers 
were crucified with Him, one on the right and one on the left. 
(Matt 27:17, 21, 37-38)

Immediately after the death of Jesus, however, God began to vin-
dicate his Son. This is seen in the fact that no one, except those 
people who loved Jesus, was allowed to touch his body. God “kept all 
of his bones, none of them were broken.” Though he died the death 
of a criminal, he was placed in a virgin tomb that was fit for a king. 
Here is Matthew’s account of the burial:

And when it was evening, there came a rich man from Ari-
mathea, named Joseph, who himself had also become a disciple 
of Jesus. This man went to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus. 
Then Pilate ordered to to be given over to him. And Joseph took 
the body and wrapped it in a clean linen cloth, and laid it in 
his own new tomb, which he had hewn out in the rock.” (Matt 
27:57-60)

Archaeologists have since discovered only three tombs of the type 
which used a rolling stone to close the entrance, in all of Jerusalem. 
Two of them belonged to royalty, and the third to Joseph of Ari-
mathea, which means that Jesus’ burial was fit only for a king.

Scourged, Yet Silent



Truly, this second part of our text is an amazing self-disclosure. In 
the first part we find that Jesus died for us, revealing the love of God. 
But now alongside that is the revelation of the depravity of man. Not 
only did we not recognize him as King of kings and Lord of lords, 
we slaughtered him. Isn’t that the height of wickedness? Don’t ever 
make the mistake of saying that the Jews did it, or the Romans did 
it. The truth of the matter is, you and I did it. We were represented at 
the trial. We scourged him. We mocked him. We spat upon him. We 
slapped his face. We refused to recognize him. Here is how Charles 
Haddon Spurgeon described what happened, “We took our sins and 
drove them like nails through his hands and feet. We lifted him high 
up on the cross of our transgressions, and then we pierced his heart 
through with the spear of our unbelief.” It is a travesty to say that the 
Jews were the Christ-killers. They were merely fleshing out the sin of 
Adam. You and I tortured and killed him just as surely as if we were 
there at his kangaroo court and his execution. The cross not only 
reveals the magnitude of God’s love, it also reveals the horror of our 
own depravity. John Stott wrote,

Nothing reveals the gravity of sin like the the cross…It is impos-
sible for us to face Christ’s cross with integrity and not to feel 
ashamed of ourselves. Apathy, selfishness and complacency blos-
som everywhere in the world except at the cross. There these nox-
ious weeds shrivel and die. They are seen for the tatty, poisonous 
things they are. For if there was no way by which the righteous 
God could righteously forgive our unrighteousness, except that 
he should bear it himself in Christ, it must be serious indeed. It is 
only when we see this that, stripped of our self-righteousness and 
self-satisfaction, we are ready to put our trust in Jesus Christ as the 
Saviour we urgently need.

The cross exposes each one of us in our shame and blackest sin. 
Earlier, I shared about a young man who could not bear the shame 
and guilt of his past once it was exposed to the light. When you are 
exposed, you have to choose between suicide or confession. But in 
the cross, Christ took the shame, and paid in full the penalty due 
your sin. Do not cower in shame and self-hatred any longer, but 
boldly expose your sins to the light, and in that radiant light which 
is the Son, they will evaporate like morning dew.

Contrast the Servant’s meekness and submission with the cruel 
violence and repudiation of him by Israel. Is this not a necessary 
ingredient to salvation? Our sin must be fully displayed in its darkest 
hues that we might see by contrast the glory of God’s grace in his 
Servant. It is then that the wicked heart is converted.

Nothing in my hand I bring,
Simply to your Cross I cling;
Naked, come to you for dress;
Helpless, look to you for grace;
Foul, I to the fountain fly;
Wash me, Saviour, or I die.
	 Augustus Toplady
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Raising children is not an easy task today. It is hard to find models 
whom we can learn from. A number of years ago, I knew a Christian 
couple, Lynn and Della Berntson (Lynn was an elder at Penisula 
Bible Church at the time), who seemed to me to be extremely godly 
and wise in this respect. When I asked Della to share with me the 
secret to their enviable family life, she replied, “It’s simple. Lynn has 
always sought to impart two things to our children—he loves Jesus, 
and he loves them.” Since that day, I have always tried to impart 
these same two things to my own children—I love the Lord, and I 
love them.

To help accomplish this, I have for several years kept journals for 
my daughters of delightful moments I have spent with each of them. 
When they go away to college, I intend to present each daughter the 
journals I have kept about her. I write about spontaneous, mundane, 
even simple things which we have done together. At the end of each 
paragraph, I write, “I love you. Dad.” This is how God raises every 
one of his children. And this, in fact, is the theme of our text this 
morning. In the same way, the Father himself wants us to know these 
two truths—that he loves his Son, and he loves you. He loves you 
with the same love he has for his own Son.

Isaiah 53, the “Holy of Holies” of Scripture, as we have already 
seen, divides into five parts, each composed of three verses. In order 
to comprehend the magnitude of the love of Jesus as it is expressed in 
his cross, we could say that the soul must make this five-step journey. 
We have already likened the scene portrayed in this Servant Song to 
a stage setting, upon which God is displaying his Servant Jesus to 
the entire world. In each section the spotlight shines on a different 
person onstage. An amazing paradox concerning salvation history 
is recorded in each part. Here is revealed the complexity and the 
majesty of God, and the astonishing way in which he brings about 
salvation.

The first section revealed that although the nations had no knowl-
edge about Jesus, still they fell down and worshiped him at the mere 
mention of his name. The second paradox was that when Jesus went 
to his own people, the Jews, those who had the priests and the proph-
ets, they rejected him. Thirdly, we saw the paradox that the very 
One whom they rejected was actually dying for them. Then, fourth, 
the Servant was violently executed upon the cross, yet he said not a 
word. It is amazing to contemplate that not only did Jesus die for us, 
but that we killed him; it was our sin that nailed him to the tree.

Today we come to the final, most amazing paradox of all. The 
spotlight once more falls upon the Heavenly Father, whom we learn 
was the Director of this five-part drama. He now appears onstage to 
reveal that he himself was behind everything. He himself orchestrat-
ed all of these events because of his love for us. In this text, therefore, 
Isaiah 53:10-12, we will learn two truths: The Father loves his Son, 
and the Father loves us with the same intensity.

Here, then, we will discover that our loving Father orchestrated all 
of these astonishing paradoxes set out in this Servant Song because of 
the depth of his love for us.

I. The Servant will be personally rewarded by God 
(53:10)

But the Lord was pleased to crush him,
He made him sick,
If He would render Himself as a guilt offering,
(then) He will see His seed,
(then) He will prolong His days,
And the good pleasure of the Lord will prosper in His hand.

A. The reason for His reward: Submission to the Father

The atonement was not a new concept in salvation history; it was 
always part of God’s eternal plan. This is what Peter declared in his 
sermon in Acts, when, referring to Jesus, he declared:

“This Man, delivered up by the predetermined plan and fore-
knowledge of God.” (Acts 2:23)

“For truly in this city there were gathered together against Thy 
holy servant Jesus, whom Thou didst anoint, both Herod and 
Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, 
to do whatever Thy hand and Thy purpose predestined to occur.” 
(Acts 4:27-28)

Backstage, behind the betrayal, the beating, the insults, the thorns, 
the nails, the three hours of darkness, the final thrust of the sword in 
his side; behind the apostles, the Romans, the Jews, Pilate, the San-
hedrin, Judas, and the devil, stood the loving Father God, directing 
everything. In these verses from our text which I have just read we 
are enabled, in a sense, to listen in on the intimate conversation be-
tween of the Father and the Son, speaking about us, before eternity. 
The Father is asking his Son, “Will you be a guilt offering?” What 
an amazing word! Among the offerings of Israel, the guilt offering, 
which covered the full damages due to sin, had added to it one-fifth 
more, to ensure that it was more than enough to make reparation 
(Lev 6:5). Thus, there is no question that the sacrifice of Jesus for our 
sins was full satisfaction in God’s eyes.

Think for a moment of the cost of this to God the Father. He 
bankrupted himself in order to accomplish his plan. He had only one 
Son, yet he willingly gave him up. And the Son is eternally maimed 
because of the price which he paid. However, Scripture nowhere tells 
how much pain this caused the Father. Nowhere do we hear God 
saying to us, “Do you know what it cost me to buy your salvation?” 
We do, however, get an occasional clue as to the cost, such as the 
occasion when God directed Abraham, concerning Isaac, “Take now 
your son, your only son, the one whom you love, Isaac” (Gen 22:2). 
Behind these words we can sense the Father’s heart being torn by the 
enormity of what he was about to ask Abraham to do. We get an-
other glimpse of the cost to God when we hear David lamenting the 
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death of his wicked son, Absolom: “O my son Absalom, my son, my 
son Absalom! Would I had died instead of you, O Absalom, my son, 
my son!” (2 Sam 18:33). How much more profound and deep was 
the grief of the Father as he contemplated the death of his righteous, 
sinless, only Son!

Incredibly, however, our text says that God was “pleased,” he was 
“delighted” to crush his Servant. “Delight” means exited agitation, 
taking pleasure in something. This is what the words pleased, and 
good pleasure mean. Rather than telling us the cost, God instead 
tells of the delight he had in us! He will never tell us how it impover-
ished him; he will never tell us of the eternal wounds which pierced 
his heart because of what he had done. There are many things I 
could write about in my daughters’ journals. Children at times break 
your heart. Frequently, after you have given of yourself, they show 
no appreciation. But I don’t write about any of those times. Instead, 
I remember and write about how much I love them and delight in 
them. That’s all I want them to know. This is how my Heavenly 
Father raises me. He delights in me, and he is not going to bring up 
how much his love for me cost him.

Backstage, the Director is grieving for his Son, but when he comes 
to announce what he has done, no tears are visible. Rather, he says, 
“I delighted to do this for those I love.” Do you know that, if you 
are a believer, every day of your life, you delight God, you bring 
him pleasure? Every evening, when day is done, he will say of you, 
“I love you.”
B. The rewards of obedience

Because the Servant was willing to become a guilt offering he will 
personally be rewarded by the Father. This is how fathers demon-
strate their love. It’s one thing to be told by someone that you did 
a good job, but when your father tells you this, it means so much 
more. Fathers, remember this. Your children may receive a thousand 
compliments, but if you withhold your appreciation and love for 
them, that is all they will remember. Here the Father rewards the 
Son with three things: A new family, a new (eternal) life, and a new 
position.

First, a new family: “He will see His seed.” This is an amazing 
word. Jesus never married, so he never had any seed. Yet, it says, 
because he was willing to become a guilt offering, “He will see his 
seed.” This is referring, of course, to spiritual seed. What it is saying 
is that in the new age, in the resurrection, the Servant will be given 
an abundance of spiritual seed. The next verse, in Isaiah 54, says,

Shout for joy, O barren one, you who have borne no child;
Break forth into joyful shouting and cry aloud,
You who have not travailed,
For the sons of the desolate one will be more numerous
Than the sons of the married woman. (Isa 54:1)

The “desolate one” here is not Israel, but Jesus, who died bar-
ren. In the resurrection, his spiritual seed will be far more numerous 
and fertile than any physical seed of earthly Israel. God rewards his 
Servant by giving him a new famly. This is the same seed which the 
apostle Paul is referring to in Galatians, where he says to Christians, 
“if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, heirs accord-
ing to promise” (Gal 3:29).

Secondly, God will reward his Servant by giving him a new 
kind of life—eternal life—described in the OT as “length of days.” 
Preaching from this text on the Day of Pentecost, the apostle Peter 
declared, in Acts 2:24, 27-28,

“God raised Him up again, putting an end to the agony of 
death, since it was impossible for Him to be held in its power. 
For David says of Him,

“‘Thou wilt not abandon my soul to Hades,
Nor allow Thy Holy One to undergo decay.
Thou hast made known to Me the ways of Life;
Thou wilt make me full of gladness with Thy presence.’”

Thirdly, the Servant will be given a new position of honor: “And 
the good pleasure of the Lord will prosper in His hand.” Do you 
know what the Lord delights in? He delights in you! You are that 
“good pleasure.” The Son will enjoy enduring success as the executor 
of God’s good pleasure.

God personally rewards his Son to show how much he loves him. 
Notice that this does not happen in this life, but in the resurrection. 
But that’s not fair, someone says. The resurrection is that other age, 
when we will have no sense of history. On the contrary, the resurrec-
tion is as much the reality of history as today is history. It is in the 
resurrection that the promises of the prophets will find their fulfill-
ment, when God answers the prayers of Jesus. We must expand our 
limited horizons. Those of you who are older know what I mean. At 
our elders meeting last week we anointed with oil a brother who was 
facing a potentially dangerous illness. We shared and prayed together 
in a time of wonderful fellowship. Later, one of our older elders said 
to this man, “I have been under a sentence of death for along time, 
but rather than limiting my horizons it has expanded them. I see the 
great future that lies before us, when everything will find its fulfill-
ment. I’m living for that day.” This was how Jesus lived. If he had 
lived for this life alone, he would be without hope, for he died with 
nothing in his possession.

This, then, is the paradox. Behind the players in the the crucifix-
ion, behind the Romans, the Jews, Pilate, and the devil, was a lov-
ing Father occupied in orchestrating the entire drama. Here in these 
verses the Father comes onstage, wipes away his tears, and says, “I 
delighted to do all of this for you. I will not tell you what it cost me. 
I only want you to know that I did this because I love you.”

Behind the cross was the loving Father suffering the agony of the 
death of his Son, because he delighted in you and me. He person-
ally rewards the Son in the resurrection with a new, incorruptible 
family.

Next, Isaiah tells of the impact which this new family will have 
upon the Servant.

II. The servant will be satisfied: “He will see it” (53:11)
As a result of the anguish of His soul,
He will see it and be satisfied;
By His knowledge the Righteous One,
My Servant, will justify the many,
Because He will bear their iniquities.

A. His anguish will be turned to joy

The word “anguish” here speaks of pain and toil that has no result-
ing fruit. Parents feel this kind of emotion at times with respect to 
their children. We remember that in Isaiah 49, Jesus evaluated his 
ministry on earth. He was supposed to embody everything that Isra-
el was intended to be, yet when he faced his cross he was abandoned 
by everybody, even his own apostles. He cried out to his Father, “The 
result of my labor is chaos, a tohu [the Hebrew word from Gen.1:2 
foe chaos], a vapor, without substance, without result.” But in the 
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resurrection, all that pain will be vindicated. We can take this to 
mean that the pain which we suffer in this life is not wasted. What it 
will do, rather, is increase our capacity for joy in heaven. As we have 
already seen, in Isaiah 54:1, the prophet amplifies this thought when 
in the age to come the “barren one” will produce an abundance of 
seed greater than could be produced from any physical union. Pain 
increases capacity for joy. When the Son sees his spiritual seed—
you!—he will be satisfied.

In the resurrection, Christ will see his seed, drawn from every na-
tion and tongue, and he will welcome them into his kingdom with 
great joy.
B. Because of the success of his work

Through skill and insight, Christ’s one act, his sacrificial death 
on the cross, reversed the terrible destruction caused by the sin of 
Adam. It is hard to comprehend this. One can pollute an entire 
river system by dumping poison chemicals at the source of the river. 
Death and destruction will follow this one act. But how many acts 
will it require to clean up the original destructive act? Yet this is what 
Jesus did. One act by this righteous Man—his crucifixion—justified 
the many, and repaid all the damages due to sin. Here is how the 
apostle Paul illustrates this, in Romans 5:18-19: “So then as through 
one transgression there resulted condemnation to all men, even so 
through one act of righteousness there resulted justification of life to 
all men. For as through the one man’s disobedience the many were 
made sinners, even so through the obedience of the One the many 
will be made righteous.”

No wonder Isaiah gives Jesus the title, “Wonderful Counselor.” 
The Servant had the insight necessary to accomplish what he set out 
to do. And when he had completed his work, he became an “Ever-
lasting Father”—the head of a new spiritual seed.

The Son will be justified by the Father, and he will be satisfied 
when he sees this new creation.

Finally,

III. The Servant will be glorified (53:12)
Therefore, I will allot Him a portion with the great,
And He will divide the booty with the strong;
Because He poured Himself to death,
And was numbered with the transgressors;
Yet He himself bore the sins of many,
And interceded for the transgressors.

A. He will be given the highest place of honor in heaven

Strength and greatness, the spoils of victory, are divided and 
shared among the victors, and the Servant is given the lion’s share. 
The fact that there are spoils indicates that a battle has been fought 
and won. The battle, of course, was fought over evil. Evil was dealt 
with at the cross. The power of the devil was broken; his captives set 
free; the world’s idols were smashed.

How was all of this accomplished?
B. Because of his willingness to be weak on earth

God’s method of destroying evil is quite different from man’s 
ways. In the Gulf War, the United States and its allies wrested Ku-
wait from the grip of an evil dictator. But our success was achieved at 
a terrible cost in lives lost and damage done to Iraq. Supplies of water 
and food, electricity, communications, almost everything the Iraqis 
need to run the country were destroyed. To conquer evil, we first 

had to create havoc. Contrast this result with the way the Servant 
conquered evil: The mighty God became weak; without firing a shot, 
he defeated the evil one. This is why he is called the Prince of Peace. 
He gave his whole life (“He poured Himself to death”), to its fullest 
extent (“He was numbered with the transgressors”), yet he refused to 
seek vengeance, although he was identified with the worst of sinners 
and bore their sin. He even interceded for them, as Luke records: 
“But Jesus was saying, ‘Father, forgive them; for they do not know 
what they are doing’” (Luke 23:34). This prayer resounds through 
the generations, and God hears it. This is how the Mighty God, the 
Prince of Peace conquered evil—without firing a shot.

Strength and greatness, therefore, are gifts of grace. This illustra-
tion of dividing the spoils of war is applied by the apostles as the 
dispensing of spiritual gifts to the church of Jesus Christ (Eph 4:8-
12). Therefore, Christians demonstrate that Christ is Lord in the out-
working of these supernatural gifts to build his church.

The final grand paradox of God’s salvation is that God the Father 
was behind all the events of the trial, execution and death of his Son. 
In the cross, God expended his holy wrath against all sin. Because 
the Son freely submitted, and was willing to be misunderstood, he is 
given the place of honor above all.

What is required of so great a salvation?

As we have already seen, this text of Isaiah 53 became the basis for 
the apostle Peter’s first sermon. As he concluded his words, the Jews 
grasped the implications of what he had said. They recognized the 
depth of their sin and the depth of God’s grace, as Acts records:

Now when they heard this, they were pierced to the heart, and 
said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, “Brethren, what shall 
we do?” And Peter said to them, “Repent, and let each of you be 
baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your 
sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.”…So then, 
those who had received his word were baptized; and there were 
added that day about three thousand souls. (Acts 2:37-38, 41)

In that hour, the words of the prophet Zechariah were fulfilled:

And I will pour out on the house of David and on the inhab-
itants of Jerusalem, the Spirit of grace and of supplication, so 
that they will look on Me whom they have pierced; and they 
will mourn for Him, as one mourns for an only son, and they 
will weep bitterly over Him, like the bitter weeping over a first-
born…And the land will mourn, every family by itself. (Zech 
12:10, 12)

Every family will weep as if they had lost their first born. I lost my 
first born, and I wept over that loss. But I must admit that I never 
wept in the same way over my sin. This is what God desires, however. 
If we truly come to see the shame of what we have done, every family 
will weep “by itself.” This Hebrew idiom conveys the thought that 
because one was wounded in the house of his friends, the resulting 
sense of shame felt by everyone made them go out and weep alone 
for the part they played in the shameful act. God desires this same 
spirit of repentance for every generation, for this text from Zechariah 
was written for us, too, not just the Jews. We also were there at the 
cross. We pierced him with our sins.

This becomes the repeated experience in the history of the church, 
as the following illustration shows. David Brainerd, a missionary to 
the American Indians from 1743-47, writes in his personal diary how 
God graced him to experience this kind of spirit among the Indians. 
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As he was preaching to the Indians, the Holy Spirit was poured out 
in tremendous power, converting even the worst sinners.

In the afternoon I preached to the Indians, their number was now 
about sixty-five persons—men, women and children. I discoursed 
upon Luke 14:16-23, and was favored with uncommon freedom in 
my discourse…afterwards the power of God seemed to descend 
upon the assembly “like a mighty rushing wind,” and with an 
astonishing energy bore down all before it.
I stood amazed at the influence, which seized the audience almost 
universally; and could compare it to nothing more aptly, than the 
irresistible force of a mighty torrent, or a swelling deluge, that 
with its insupportable weight and pressure bears down and sweeps 
before it whatever comes in its way. Almost all persons of all ages 
were bowed down with concern together, and scarcely one was 
able to withstand the shock of this surprising operation.
Old men and women, who had been drunken wretches for many 
years, and some little children, not more than six or seven years 
of age, appeared in distress for their souls, as well as persons of 
middle age…There was almost universal praying and crying for 
mercy in every part of the house, and many out of doors; and 
numbers could neither go nor stand.
Their concern was so great, each one for himself, that none seemed 
to take any notice of those about him, but each prayed freely for 
himself. I am led to think they were, to their own apprehensions, 
as much retired as if they had been, individually by themselves, in 
the thickest desert; or I believe rather that they thought nothing 
about anything but themselves, and their own state, and so were 
every one praying apart, although all together.

It seemed to me that there was now an exact fulfillment of that 
prophecy (Zechariah 12:10, 11, 12); for there was now “a great 
mourning, like the mourning of Hadadrimmon”; and each 
seemed to “mourn apart.”1
How great a love is this! The Father, who for us wounded and 

maimed his only Son, dries his tears before he addresses we who were 
responsible, saying, “I delight in you.”

With whom does the high and lofty God dwell? Isaiah asks. Here 
is the answer:

But to this one I will look,
To him who is humble and contrite in spirit,
And who trembles at My word. (Isa 66:2b)

The word “contrite” here is the same word translate “crushed” in 
Isaiah 53:5: “He was crushed for our iniquities.” When we come to 
truly understand that the Servant was “crushed for our iniquities,” 
the full weight of this realization will bear down upon us and crush 
our hearts in thankfulness and appreciation. This is what God wants 
from us. May that be our gift to him today.

1. Walter Searle, David Brainerd’s Personal Testimony, Selections from his 
Journal and Diary (Grand Rapids: Baker).

© 1991 Peninsula Bible Church Cupertino

This message from Scripture was preached at Peninsula Bible Church Cupertino on Sunday, March 24, 1991. PBCC is located at 10601 N 
Blaney Ave, Cupertino, CA 95014. Tel (408) 366 6690. Website: www.pbcc.org.

	 Isaiah 53:10-12



 P E N I N S U L A  B I B L E  C H U R C H  C U P E R T I N O

1

Bearers of Good News

SERIES: A New Servant, A New Covenant, A New Age

Catalog No. 842
Isaiah 52:7-12
13th Message
Brian Morgan
April 7, 1991

President Bush has declared April 5-7 as National Days of Thanks-
giving for the allied victory over Iraq. At 3 p.m. EST today, church 
bells across the nation will peal to celebrate the liberation of Kuwait 
and the end of hostilities in the Persian Gulf. Quoting the Presi-
dent:

I ask that Americans gather in homes and places of worship to 
give thanks to almighty God for the liberation of Kuwait, for the 
blessings of peace and liberty, for our troops, our families and our 
nation…We prayed for a swift and decisive victory and for the 
safety of our troops. Clearly, the United States and our coalition 
partners have been blessed with both. We thank the Lord for His 
favor, and we are profoundly grateful for the relatively low num-
ber of allied casualties, a fact described by the commanding gen-
eral as “miraculous.” Nevertheless, because each and every human 
life is precious, we also remember and pray for all those who made 
the ultimate sacrifice in this conflict…and for the innocent men, 
women and children, wherever they may be, who have suffered as 
a result of the conflict in the Gulf.
At the end of our service today, I will lead us in prayer. I agree 

with the President: we have much to be thankful for. We should 
be thankful that we have a President who acknowledges the living 
God, and that we had godly leadership during the crisis. We are 
thankful for the quick victory, that our nation was unified and was 
willing to confront injustice. Personally, I thought that God would 
not only deal with the injustice of the Iraqi takeover of Kuwait, but 
that he would use the Gulf War to punish the United States for its 
wickedness. We, too, are fully deserving of the wrath of God. But, 
in a manifestation of God’s grace, what we received was mercy, not 
wrath. I am reminded of the time when Israel was executing the 
sword on the Canaanites. God said to them, in effect, “Because you 
are using the sword, don’t think you are more righteous than the 
Canaanites. You’re just as wicked. I’m merely using you as a sword 
of justice” (Deut 9:5).

We do indeed have much to thank God for. Now we are cel-
ebrating the homecoming of our troops to a land awash in yellow 
ribbons. How different from the homecoming of our Vietnam vet-
erans! Nightly we see the television footage of relatives waiting and 
watching for their loved ones to return in glory. We see their joyful 
weeping when at last they are reunited. We can read their eyes: we 
did it! We have broken the back of the oppressor.

But the elation is dampened, the celebration clouded by a num-
ber of facts: Saddam is still in power in Iraq. There is still much 
conflict and bloodshed in that country as a terrible civil war rages. 
The Shiite Muslims of the south have been ravaged; in the north, the 
Kurds are facing annihilation by the forces of Saddam Hussein. The 
devastation and destruction of both Iraq and Kuwait remind me of 
the Hebrew word shamam—meaning, devastation so horrifying it 
leaves the onlooker speechless. Even as we celebrate victory we are 
left to wonder if we will ever have a lasting, permanent peace, when 

all conflict and hostilities will end, when nations at last will “turn 
their swords into plowshares, and never train for war” (Mic 4:3).

Our text this morning, Isaiah 52:7-12, speaks to this very issue. 
The prophet is writing to a war-torn remnant of Israel, exiled in 
Babylon (modern-day Iraq), her capital, Jerusalem, lying in ruins, 
like Bagdad today. To this remnant, therefore, comes this announce-
ment which the Bible calls the gospel (those bearing good news). The 
New Testament word for gospel, for evangelism, originates right here 
in this text in Isaiah. It will be helpful to us to uncover the original 
meaning of this word. In the original context, the word pictures a 
runner racing home to the capital city to announce the good news 
of a great military victory. Here the runner’s feet are declared to be 
a pleasant sight as the watchmen on the city wall wait eagerly for 
the news. And when the runner at last arrives at his destination he 
comes with good news of peace and well being: the God of Israel has 
defeated her enemies and has established his rule! The watchmen 
respond with a shout of unifying joy! This act of salvation and res-
toration of God’s capital city is so glorious and majestic that all the 
nations witness in absolute awe what God does with Jerusalem. This 
then is the context of the gospel, the good news.

In our text we will meet the three players in this drama—the mes-
senger, the watchmen, and the nations. Each one of us, depending 
on where we are spiritually, falls into one of these categories. But 
the main thrust of our text will answer the very important question: 
“What does it mean for us to be bearers of good news, to be wit-
nesses for Christ?”

I. The Messenger of the good news: A runner from battle 
(52:7-12)

How lovely on the mountains
Are the feet of him who brings good news,
Who announces peace,
And brings good news of well-being,
Who announces salvation;
Saying to Zion, “Your God reigns!”
Listen! Your watchmen lift up their voices,
They shout joyfully together;
For they will see with their own eyes
When the Lord restores Zion
“Break forth, shout joyfully together,
You waste places of Jerusalem;
For the Lord has comforted His people,
He has redeemed Jerusalem.
The Lord has bared His holy arm,
In the sight of all the nations,
That all the ends of the earth may see
The salvation of our God. (NASB)

There we have the first announcement in the Bible of the gospel, 
the good news.
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A. The message of the good news: A military victory

What kind of news does this runner, this messenger brings from 
battle? The text speaks of a military victory, using military termi-
nology about a battle fought and won, with the resultant eternal 
implications.

The word “salvation” refers to God’s people being delivered from 
enemy rule and being set free. “Peace” is not referring to an armed 
truce, but to God’s thorough, dramatic defeat of the enemy, with the 
result that peace is won. The prophet Nahum uses similar terms with 
reference to the gospel:

Behold, on the mountains are the feet of him who brings good 
news,

Who announces peace!
Celebrate your feasts, O Judah;
Pay your vow.
For never again will the wicked one pass through you;
He is cut off completely. (Nah 1:15)

This is a description of true peace.
The prophet Micah uses even more graphic descriptions. Refer-

ring to the Messiah who will be born in Bethlehem, he says,
And this One will be our peace,
When he [Assyria] tramples on our citadels,
Then we will raise against them
Seven shepherds and eight leaders of men.
And they will shepherd the land of Assyria with the sword,
The land of Nimrod at its entrances;
Thus He will deliver us from the Assyrian
When he attacks our land
And when he tramples our territory. (Mic 5:5-6)

Assyria, of course, is modern day Iraq. When Messiah comes, says 
Micah, he will raise up a multitude of leaders who will invade the 
capital cities of the enemy and defeat them on their own turf. This is 
true peace, not an armed truce.

This then is the message which the messenger brings: Salvation 
and peace, with its result, ”Your God reigns.” God has established 
his rule; his sovereignty is fully established.
B. The fulfillment of the good news: The cross and the resurrec-
tion

When we turn to the pages of the New Testament, we find a 
whole array of messengers whose feet come bearing this good news. 
The angels, Jesus himself, the apostles, the writers of the NT, all see 
the fulfillment of this gospel in the work of Jesus the Messiah. I will 
quote a number of NT texts which uses terms drawn from our text 
in Isaiah:

The angel: “Do not be afraid; for behold I bring you good news 
of great joy which shall be for all the people; for today in the city of 
David there has been born for you a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.” 
(Luke 2:10-11)

Mark: “Jesus came into Galilee, proclaiming the gospel of God, 
and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; 
repent and believe in the gospel.’” (Mark 1:14-15)

Peter: “You know the message God sent to the people of Israel, 
telling the good news of peace through Jesus Christ, who is Lord of 
all.” (Acts 10:36)

Paul: “And we preach to you the good news of the promise made 
to the fathers, that God has fulfilled this promise to us their children 

in that He raised up Jesus, as it is also written in the second Psalm, 
‘Thou art My son: Today I have begotten Thee.’” (Acts 13:33)

But, we must ask, what battle did Jesus fight and win that con-
vinced these NT messengers to go forth and announce the good 
news of peace? The Romans (the new Assyrians), the enemies of Isra-
el, were still in power! Jesus did not defeat them. Nor did he instruct 
the apostles to take up a sword, go to their capital city of Rome and 
defeat them. How then could the NT messengers convince Israel 
that Jesus was the Messiah?

After the resurrection, the apostles finally learned what the proph-
ets were referring to. When they referred to spiritual realities which 
were yet future, they used historic terms of their own day, casting 
events in that light, using poetic metaphor. Thus, Rome was too 
small an enemy for Jesus to take on. This one soldier, Jesus, who 
had been abandoned by all others, gave himself up to the enemy, to 
be treated however his enemies wished. On that cross, he himself, 
not a coalition of allies, dealt with the real enemy, the real power 
behind the forces of evil—the devil, the world and the flesh. On the 
cross, Jesus “made a public spectacle of them,” exhibiting them as 
“the powerless powers” (Col 2:15) they now are. The apostles, who 
were eyewitnesses to what happened on the cross, were so moved by 
the defeat of the real enemy their whole lives changed. A flame of 
love so burned in their souls that everywhere they went they joyfully 
announced the good news, the gospel. Eventually, every one of them 
was martyred for telling the news. The tyrant had been defeated. The 
spiritual enemies of life had been routed. All that remained to be 
done was a mop-up operation to set free the captives.

By the way, have you noticed that the devil is back in the news 
lately? He made the cover of Newsweek magazine a few weeks ago. 
Recently, the television programs Nightline and 20/20 featured the 
devil. The latter program showed film of an actual exorcism, done 
very fairly, I feel, to demonstrate that there are such things as de-
mons, powers that man in his own strength cannot control. Only the 
Savior can release us from such bondage.
C. Implications for modern-day messengers

What are the implications of this text for Christians today? First, 
I would say that believers need to rid themselves of the old caricature 
of what witnessing actually involves. Here is what I think is a typi-
cal caricature of witnessing: Witnesses are religious salesmen who 
venture forth from known and familiar territory to arenas unknown; 
and then, with great boldness and an utter lack of tact and sensitiv-
ity, impose their religious opinions upon people they’ve never met. 
Their method is answering questions no one is asking, using reli-
gious jargon no one understands. Their goal is to have people feel 
that their lifestyle is offensive to them, but this could be alleviated by 
their attending their church.

We desperately need to rid ourselves of this baggage. Witnesses 
are not salesmen who have memorized several steps which they are 
ready to recite to the first person who comes along. On the contrary, 
they are eyewitnesses to something that has touched them personally, 
something that has made them radically new people. Having been a 
spectator to the great acts of God they share their firsthand experi-
ences of how God defeated the enemy in their lives. Their minds 
have been touched; their whole disposition changed. The problem 
with Christianity today is that not enough Christians have truly seen 
the cross. We haven’t looked at its power. We haven’t sat under its 
authority. That is why our lives have not changed. Thus our witness-
ing impresses no one. The late Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones objected to 
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training methods in evangelism. He said, “I never trained a single 
convert how to approach others, but they did so…the best witnesses 
are the best Christians.” The key to being a witness for Christ is to be 
an eyewitness who has experienced his wonderful delivering power.

Finally, witnessing should not be reserved for the professionals. 
All are called! The early church did not organize meetings and hire 
professional witnesses. They had an army of witnesses, all of whom 
were touched by the cross of Christ and were ready to share the good 
news that had so utterly changed their hearts and lives. In fact, as the 
book of Acts records, to make witnessing more effective in the early 
church, God locked up the professionals in prison. “Now that I am 
in prison,” wrote Paul to the Philippians, “you are much bolder in 
your presentation of the gospel.” In his Ephesian letter, in a direct 
quote of Isaiah 52:7, Paul says that part of every believer’s suit of 
armor in waging spiritual warfare is “feet shod with the gospel of 
peace” (Eph 6:15). This implies that every believer should be poised 
as a messenger to proclaim the good news of the kingdom in any 
setting, even in the very strongholds of Satan. The good news em-
powers us to enter into enemy territory and defeat him on his own 
turf. Witnessing is not what you do, it is what you are. So put your 
shoes on!

To summarize, a witness is an eyewitness of God’s salvation. He is 
so touched in mind and heart that he shoes his feet with the prepara-
tion of the gospel of peace.

II. The recipients of the good news: The Watchmen (52:8-9)
A. The joy of the watchmen: Witnessing the restoration of Jerusa-
lem

Listen! Your watchmen lift up their voices,
They shout joyfully together;
For they will see with their own eyes
When the Lord restores Zion
Break forth, shout joyfully together,
You waste places of Jerusalem;
For the Lord has comforted His people,
He has redeemed Jerusalem.

In chapter 62, Isaiah has a further word about these watchmen:
On your walls, O Jerusalem, I have appointed watchmen,
All day and all night they will never keep silent.
You who remind the Lord, take no rest for yourselves;
And give Him no rest until he establishes
And makes Jerusalem a praise in the earth. (Isa 62:6-7)

As the messenger comes into the city with the news of victory, 
God has appointed eager watchmen, a faithful remnant who never 
forsook the God of Israel or gave up hope. As they see the messenger 
coming they give a resounding shout of joy. Peace had been won, 
and in peacetime the ruined Jerusalem could be rebuilt. They would 
see with their own eyes the restoration of Zion. Jerusalem was to be 
“the desire of all nations.” One of the rabbis wrote: “The world is like 
unto an eye. The ocean surrounding the world is the white of the 
eye; its black is the world itself; the pupil is Jerusalem; but the image 
within the pupil is the sanctuary.”
B. The watchmen in the NT rejoice over the new Jerusalem

Likewise, when we turn to the New Testament, the messengers 
of the good news are greeted by watchmen who had been prepared 
by God. Simeon was worshiping in the temple when the baby Je-
sus was brought for dedication. He is described by Luke (2:25-35) 

as the first watchman, who was “righteous and devout, looking for 
the consolation of Israel.” Note how closely Simeon’s prayer mirrors 
Isaiah 52:8:

“Now Lord, Thou dost let Thy bond-servant depart
In peace, according to Thy word;
For my eyes have seen Thy salvation,
Which Thou hast prepared in the presence of all peoples,
A light of revelation to the Gentiles,
And the glory of Thy people Israel.” (Luke 2:29-32)

Luke then proceeds to tell us about another watchman, Anna, a 
prophetess. She approached to see Jesus and praise God just after 
Simeon’s prayer.

Watchmen represent all who long for salvation and eagerly keep 
watching and waiting for the Lord to fulfill his word. Throughout 
the Scriptures we find that God always prepares a remnant who will 
hear the word of the messenger. When they meet, there is always a 
shout of joy, for God is restoring Jerusalem.

The Jews, however, would question whether this good news was 
true. If Jesus was the Messiah, and he had destroyed the enemies of 
Israel and restored Jerusalem, how was it that the Romans still con-
trolled the city, and they sacked and utterly destroyed it in AD 70. 
We can see the fulfillment of the restoration of Jerusalem beginning 
with the resurrection of Christ. Jesus did not go to Rome to defeat 
the enemy; he descended into hell to defeat the real enemy. At Eas-
ter, then, the first shout of victory is given as the foundation stone 
of a new temple in a new and greater Zion is laid. This is a Jerusa-
lem “made without hands, eternal in the heavens, descending from 
heaven.” Jesus himself, raised from the dead, is the Cornerstone of 
that new city; its foundation is made up of the apostles and prophets; 
and living stones, believers in Christ, are crafted and fitted into the 
building of the city. These shouts of joy that are made whenever a 
watchman enters the city will continue until that great day when 
the New Jerusalem is at last complete and it descends from heaven 
with a shout (Matt 25:6; 1 Thess 4:16; Rev 3:12; 21:2, 10)! Hebrews 
reminds us, “You have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the 
living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to myriads of angels, to the 
general assembly and church of the first-born who are enrolled in 
heaven” (Heb 12:22).
C. Implications for modern-day messengers

Witnessing is supernaturally governed and guided. We must not 
destroy our witness by turning it over to marketing experts. The fact 
that the first witnesses were angels ought to indicate that all witness-
ing is the activity of angels putting together divine encounters. God 
prepares the watchmen. We don’t have to go door to door; we go to 
hearts that are already prepared. This is what we find all through the 
gospels and the book of Acts. Jesus didn’t go from house to house in 
Samaria. He introduced himself to a woman whom God had pre-
pared; then she in turn shared with others. Philip was directed by 
an angel to go to Gaza, a ruined desert city. There, an Ethopian 
eunuch, an official in the court of Queen Candace, was awaiting the 
evangelist in a divine encounter. He had come to Jerusalem look-
ing for salvation, but had found nothing. Returning home in his 
chariot, he stopped in Gaza, and there was reading Isaiah 53, seeking 
to understand it, when along came Philip to explain the text to him 
(Acts 8). In the desert, not in Jerusalem, the heavenly Jerusalem came 
to earth. This man became the first African convert; then the angel 
whisked Philip away as if to say Philip’s job was done and that the 
Spirit would be in charge of the follow-up. How encouraging!

Bearers of Good News



All witnessing is like this—a series of divine encounters. When 
you go to work tomorrow, be aware that angels go with you. Maybe 
this coming week you will meet a watchman, longing for salvation, 
in a divine encounter.

Once the runner reaches the capital city, a shout of resounding joy 
comes forth from those who have long waited for God’s salvation. 
The messenger is the bearer of the good news; the recipients are the 
watchmen waiting on the walls.

And third, there is an audience to everything that is going on.

III. The audience who witness the good news: The nations 
(57:10)

The Lord has bared His holy arm,
In the sight of all the nations,
That all the ends of the earth may see
The salvation of our God.

A. The majesty of salvation powerfully displayed: Like the first 
Exodus

The picture being drawn here portrays that the salvation of the 
liberated city will become public knowledge, even to the ends of the 
earth. All the nations will see the salvation of God’s people, and they 
will have to make a decision regarding it. The figure of the Lord’s 
arm is an anthropomorphism which depicts his majestic power in 
deliverance. “By throwing back His encumbering royal robe the 
Lord made bare his arm to fight majestically” (Bruce Waltke). Just as 
the Lord displayed this majestic power in the Exodus (Exod 6:6; 15:6; 
Deut 4:34; Ps 77:15), so will his power will be seen in all its majesty 
when he brings about our final redemption in Christ. The book of 
Colossians says, “and He has taken it [the certificate of debt] out of 
the way, having nailed it to the cross. When He had disarmed the 
rulers and authorities, He made a public display of them, having 
triumphed over them through Him” (Col. 2:14-15).
B. The majesty of salvation universally acknowledged: Greater than 
the first Exodus

Throughout church history, God sets the stage in restoring this 
beautiful city. He uses the nations as the audience who behold the 
beauty of Zion, and they stand in awe. On the day of Pentecost, ac-
cording to Acts, “there were Jews living in Jerusalem, devout men, 
from every nation under heaven” (Acts 2:5). We have already spo-
ken of the Ethiopian eunuch’s encounter with Philip. Then, in Acts 
13:46-48, the Gentiles upon hearing the good news of salvation, “be-
gan rejoicing and glorifying the word of the Lord; and as many as 
had been appointed to eternal life believed.” Paul foretells the final 
day when all the nations will recognize that salvation comes through 
Christ, and that “at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of 
those who are in heaven, and on earth, and under the earth, and that 
every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of 
the Father” (Phil 2:10-11).

Finally, when the new Jerusalem has descended and all things are 
made new, the nations will take their place as citizens of the celestial 
city: “And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of 
heaven from God…and the nations shall walk by its light, and the 
kings of the earth shall bring their glory into it” (Rev 21:1, 24).

Because the majesty of this great news shall be universally ac-
knowledged, the implication is clear: “Go therefore and make dis-
ciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 
and the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I 
commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of 
the age” (Matt 28:19-20).
C. Implications for modern-day messengers

Believers should not make the mistake of thinking they must set 
the stage for witnessing. God is the one responsible for that. When 
we set the stage, and invite the audience, hoping for someone to 
come to Christ, we get so caught up in the planning and marketing 
that there is no beauty in Zion to attract anyone.

I made that mistake when I was college pastor. A liberal pastor had 
addressed a certain dorm on campus, and had great success. Hearing 
this, I arranged with a friend to be invited to the same dorm to ad-
dress the students on apostolic Christianity. On the evening of my 
talk, as I was ascending the stairs to the dorm, fully three-quarters 
of the students were coming down the steps, all of them dressed in 
black. They walked in procession over a hill, and stopped by the side 
of a small lake on campus. “What’s going on?” I asked my friend. 
“My roommate’s goldfish died,” he told me, “and he’s having a fu-
neral for it.” My gospel talk had been upstaged by a dead goldfish!

I did not learn my lesson, however. A year later, I asked another 
Christian friend, who was having a wonderful ministry with Jews on 
campus, to invite me to speak on the topic, “Christianity is Jewish.” I 
was setting the stage once more, hoping to lead people to Christ. On 
the night of the talk, however, no one came. But God in his grace 
gave me another chance. The following year I was meeting each week 
with a rabbi on campus to read the Hebrew Bible. He told me he 
was planning an evening around the topic, “The Five Views of Jesus 
as Messiah,” and he asked to me share my views. On the evening of 
my talk, 300 people were present. The implication is clear: don’t set 
your own stage! Allow God to do that for you.

A careful look at this text reveals what is our role and what is 
God’s role in witnessing. First, God’s role:

God wins the battle;
God prepares the watchman;
God rebuilds the city;
God sets the stage for the nations behold its majesty.
What is our role?
We see;
we run;
we announce;
we shout;
we stand in awe.
At noon today, stop and give thanks, for God has graced us. Then, 

look beyond the kingdoms of men, to the heavenly kingdom, where 
the real battle was fought and won by that one Soldier. He is the one 
who made everlasting peace. One day, a new Jerusalem will descend 
from heavens and all the nations will walk by its light. Then, men 
will turn their swords into plowshares, and never again will they 
train for war. Amen.
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Some of the television preachers—televangelists, as they are 
called—say that it is God’s will that Christians be rich. If you send 
them your money, they infer, God will see to it that you become 
wealthy. This is known as the gospel of prosperity. Many of them 
are easy to write off since their greed is so blatant. But how do you 
respond to others who quote legitimate promises from the Old Cov-
enant to back up their claims that the believer in Christ today is 
promised prosperity? Take for example, the words of Moses from the 
book of Deuteronomy:

“Now it shall be, if you will diligently obey your God…all these 
blessings shall come upon you and overtake you…the Lord will 
make you abound in prosperity, in the fruit of your body, and 
the offspring of your beast and in the produce of your ground 
in the land which the Lord swore to your fathers to give you. 
The Lord will open for you His good storehouse, the heavens, 
to give rain to your land in its season and to bless all the work 
of your hand; and you shall lend to many nations, but you shall 
not borrow.” (Deut 28: 1, 11-12)

Now these are legitimate promises of blessing from the Old Cove-
nant. The question becomes for us, “Didn’t Christ, in making a New 
Covenant, fulfill these Old Covenant promises and give us much 
more besides?” Believing that life ought to be as Moses described 
can often lead young Christians into shattered dreams when they 
experience real life. They are surprised and confused when, for in-
stance, they suddenly find themselves unemployed. In our Wednes-
day morning men’s Bible study we are finding that the list of un-
employed men is growing weekly. Some young couples anxious to 
begin having children are discovering that they are barren. Instead of 
earthly blessings pouring upon them, the heavens seem to be rain-
ing a curse. Many young Christians become disillusioned, therefore, 
when their dreams for themselves are unrealized. They can readily 
identify with the well known song, “I Dreamed A Dream,” from the 
musical version of Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables:

I dreamed a dream in time gone by,
When hope was high
And life worth living.
I dreamed that love would never die,
I dreamed that God would be forgiving.
Then I was young and unafraid,
And dreams were made and used
And wasted.
There was no ransom to be paid,
No song unsung,
No wine untasted.
But the tigers come at night,
With their voices soft as thunder.
As they tear your hope apart,
As they turn your dream to shame.

I had a dream my life would be
So different from this hell I’m living,
So different now from what it seemed.
Now life has killed
The dream I dreamed.
When Emily and I first got married, we did not have any extrava-

gant dreams for the future, but we lived the carefree life of a young 
married couple, looking forward to what lay ahead for us. But sud-
denly it all came crashing down when we lost our firstborn son, and 
then a year later, our little girl, Jessica. Reflecting on those painful 
times the other day, Emily confessed to me that she felt something 
had died within her then. Our carefree, happy-go-lucky spirit to-
ward life was over.

What then can the believer in Jesus Christ expect in life? What 
happened to the promises of prosperity in the Old Covenant? Is their 
prosperity to be found for the believer today?

These questions are the theme of Isaiah 54–55. Now that the 
Servant, “who combined in his person all the people of Israel, the 
prophet and prophetic institution, and the Messiah in His role as 
Servant”1 has finished his work of atonement (Isa 52:12–53:12), the 
prophet announces that a New Age will be born! It begins with a 
shout of joy and acclamation as Isaiah depicts the glory of the Mes-
sianic Age of a new prosperity, a new covenant, a new temple, a new 
glory, etc. Each of these details is described in terms of the glory of 
the Old Covenant and then contrasted with the Old as being so 
much better. “For indeed, what had glory, in this case has no glory 
on account of the glory that surpasses it” (2 Cor 3:10).

As to when these things would be fulfilled, the Jews anticipated 
they would occur immediately following the coming of the Messiah. 
They saw life in a two-age scheme—“this age,” followed immedi-
ate by “the age to come.” Under the Lord’s teaching, however, the 
apostles saw that these promises were indeed fulfilled at the coming 
of Christ (as the book of Acts indicates), but they were not fully 
consummated. That is, the two ages overlapped, so that “the world 
to come” was realized now in principle and spiritually applied in 
the church, but it still awaits its final consummation at the second 
coming of Christ. All of this quality of life in the age to come, how-
ever, is a present reality in the believer’s life now, as it is imparted by 
the Holy Spirit. This is what eternal life is (literally “the life of the 
ages”)—living the life of the age to come, the age which the prophets 
wrote about—now, in the midst of this decaying world. The new age 
is being birthed in the midst of the old, but at the second coming of 
Christ it will descend from heaven in all its grandeur and glory.

In our text this morning we will look at two of the great promises 
which God made to Abraham—that he would inherit a seed, and 
that he would inherit a land for that seed. God told the patriarch 
that though his body was as good as dead, and Sarah’s womb was 
barren, she would yet have a seed who would outnumber the stars 
of the heavens or the sand of the sea, and they would possess a holy 
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land. This is the first thing Isaiah refers to in chapter 54. Christ ful-
filled and transcended God’s promises. Christians are given a new 
seed and a new land.

I. A new seed: From barrenness to fruitfulness (54:1)
“Shout for joy, O barren one, you who have borne no child,
Break forth into joyful shouting and cry aloud, you who have 

not travailed,
For the sons of the desolate one will be more numerous,
Than the sons of the married woman,” says the Lord.

A. Zion’s present pain of barrenness intensified three times

Zion is depicted as a barren woman with no children, and her 
resultant pain is contrasted with the joy she will experience in the 
future. Notice that her barrenness is described with three different 
terms, and that each term indicates an intensification of the pain.

First, Zion is described as “barren.” Like Sarah, Rebeccah, Rachel 
and Hannah, her womb was closed; she was unable to have children. 
Second, Zion is described as, “You who have not travailed.” She had 
never writhed in labor pains, or never miscarried. She had never even 
started the hormonal process of nurturing or mothering. And third, 
she was “desolate.” The only woman who is thus described in the 
OT is Tamar, David’s daughter. She was raped by her brother Am-
mon, and afterwards, it says, he hated her with a greater hatred than 
the lust he had had for her, and he threw her out of his presence. 2 
Samuel 13:20 says of her, “So Tamar remained and was desolate in 
her brother Absalom’s house.” She had no future possibility of mar-
rying or having children because she had been violated and defiled.

The wonderful OT story of Hannah, the mother of Samuel, cap-
tures the intensity of this pain which Zion was suffering. Hannah 
too was barren at one time, and everything about her life was fo-
cused on the pain resulting from her barrenness. The yearly feasts 
which she attended with her husband only served to intensify the 
pain which she felt. She was silent at the feast because she felt no 
joy; and she could not eat, which meant she had no fellowship. Her 
husband, in an effort to console her, made matters worse by saying, 
with typical male insensitivity, “Am I not better than ten sons?” The 
year we lost our first child, each of the younger pastors on the staff 
had healthy babies, and this only served to intensify our grief. Many 
couples in our own church are struggling with infertility. Statistics 
indicate today that almost 20% of American couples have problems 
in this area.

Yet, Isaiah speaks to this one who was barren, this one who has 
never writhed in labor, this desolate one, saying, “Shout for joy.” 
Who is this “barren one”? When Isaiah wrote these words, there was 
a remnant of physical seed in Israel, but at the time of Jesus’ birth, 
Israel had several million children born according to the flesh. But 
there was One born who represented Israel in his body. He never 
married, never had any physical seed, and he died on a tree, forsaken, 
barren and desolate. He is the “barren one” in this context, the Ser-
vant of Isaiah 53, the Lord Jesus himself. “He shall see His seed,” says 
Isaiah 53:10—although he never had any children. The cross not only 
made salvation possible, but it also secured salvation for his seed. In 
the new age, everything is radically new and different because of the 
resurrection of Jesus.
B. Zion’s new joy intensified three times

“Shout for joy,…break forth into joyful shouting,…cry aloud!” 
Each level of Zion’s pain is now matched with joy.

C. The reasons for her joy

The reasons for her joy are twofold. First, this new seed will be su-
pernatural in origin; it will not be born according to the flesh. Israel 
is pictured like Sarah of old—barren and childless—but she will be 
blessed with seed born supernaturally by the Spirit. Now every child 
will be like an Isaac, who was born from a dead womb—children 
born of promise, not of flesh. John wrote, “But as many as received 
Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God…who 
were born not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will 
of man, but of God” (John 1:12-13). To inaugurate the new age, God 
chose Elizabeth, who was barren, and Mary, a virgin, to demonstrate 
that the new seed which was coming would be supernatural in ori-
gin. Paul was referring to all of us when he wrote, “Even when were 
dead in our transgressions, [God] made us alive together in Christ” 
(Eph 2:5). The apostle quotes our text in Galatians 4: “The Jerusalem 
above is free; she is our mother. For it is written, ‘Rejoice, barren 
woman who does not bear; Break forth and shout, you who are not 
in labor; for more the children of the desolate, than of the one who 
has a husband.’ And you brethren, like Isaac, are children of prom-
ise” (Gal 4:26-28). Paul is saying that the present Israel, born accord-
ing to the flesh, are really descendants of Ishmael; they are not true 
Israelites. But Gentiles and Jews who trust Jesus Christ are like Isaac, 
born according to promise, born in Christ raised from the dead.

And secondly, says Isaiah, this new seed will outnumber Israel 
of old. In the upper room, Jesus blessed his twelve apostles. But he 
did not do this with the intention that they have many children 
according to the flesh. When the gift of the Spirit was given with-
out measure, the blessing of fertility was far greater for the spiritual 
seed than for the physical seed of ancient Israel. Peter discovered this 
when he preached on the day of Pentecost as he witnessed the birth 
of 3000 believers in one day! A nation of twelve patriarchal heads 
became 3000 after they heard him speak. A short time later, 5000 
more came to Christ. This is God’s wondrous grace of the New Cov-
enant. In Romania we witnessed this same truth. From Lord’s Army, 
a denomination persecuted almost to extinction, one man, Traian 
Dorz, survived. Yet God produced from that one man a movement 
of some 300,000 to 500,000 believers in one generation. We think of 
Mother Teresa. She never married, and yet she has tens of thousands 
of children in the New Covenant.

This is why Zion’s joy is intensified threefold. When Israel enjoys 
this new fertility, she will burst forth into joyful song like Hannah 
of old (1 Sam 2:1-10) with joy inexpressible, and full of glory. Pain is 
not only the gateway to joy, it increases capacity for joy. No wonder 
John wrote, “Whenever a woman is in travail she has sorrow, because 
her hour has come; but when she gives birth to the child, she remem-
bers the anguish no more, for joy that child has been born into the 
world” (John 16:21).

In order to enter into true prosperity in this age, God wounds 
us and breaks us in some arena of earthly productively. This in turn 
produces a spiritual productivity whose joy is unparalleled, a joy that 
transcends this age. This is why the early Christians not only endured 
suffering, they rejoiced in it because it was the gateway to heaven.

Thus we have seen the new seed, proceeding from barrenness to 
fruitfulness, in the new age. And this new seed needs a new land, 
which we discover in the next verses.

II. A new land: Boundless and free! (54:2-3)
“Enlarge the place of your tent;

	 Isaiah 54:1-3
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Stretch out the curtains of your dwellings, spare not;
Lengthen your cords,
And strengthen your pegs.
For you will spread abroad to the right and to the left,
And your seed will possess nations,
And they will resettle desolate cities.”

A. The command to enlarge your vision

Here the metaphor changes from a mother who has just given 
birth, to a homemaker creating a nest for her new family. One of 
the most painful experiences Emily and I had was putting the baby 
furniture away after our child died. The second time we were faced 
with this task I found I could hardly do it. I told Emily we should 
leave it just as it was. I began to sense that God had another program 
for us, and that he would do something we were not expecting. Two 
weeks later we adopted our daughter Rebecca, a marvelous new gift, 
a new seed we had not counted on. This experience is so much like 
life in the new age. This new nation will be so fertile, says our text, 
she is told to expand her dwellings beyond measure, to not spare any 
effort, material or expense. Jerusalem, once desolate (Lam 1:1-5), will 
be revitalized and teeming with people. Thus, she is commanded to 
make preparation to expand her dwelling beyond her wildest dreams. 
This is what our own Ethel Smith does with her Eastern European 
refugee ministry. She keeps calling us up, telling us that new people, 
new families, new children are arriving, and she needs furniture, 
clothing, food and housing for this new seed. When I was college 
pastor, I asked my friends, Lee and Colette Cort, if I could use their 
home on the Stanford campus for our Tuesday evening Bible study 
and fellowship time. They not only obliged, but they got a contrac-
tor to enlarge their living room and kitchen to meet the needs of the 
80 students who came every week to study together. Each week, two 
students cooked dinner in their kitchen for this group, and then we 
sang together and studied the Scriptures. This couple truly “enlarged 
the place of their tent, and stretched out the curtains of their dwell-
ings, sparing not,” so they could accommodate these children of the 
new age.

We need this exhortation today. We tend to look only to our own 
physical seed, seeking to arrange everything just right for them. But 
when we do this, we miss out on so many things that are ours to 
richly enjoy in this new age. May God help us to broaden our vi-
sion!
B. The reasons to enlarge

“For you will spread abroad to the right and to the left,
And your seed will possess nations,
And they will resettle desolate cities.”

Here, Isaiah is expanding on the Old Covenant promise which 
was given to Jacob. The old holy land had boundaries, but the new 
inheritance will know no geographical limits. When the holy land 
was first given, the whole earth was the Lord’s, but only Israel was 
holy. When Israel went into her inheritance, she was told, “You will 
pass through the territory of your brothers the sons of Esau who live 
in Seir; and they will be afraid of you. So be very careful; do not 
provoke them, for I will not give you any of their land, even as a little 
as a footstep because I have given Mount Seir to Esau as a posses-
sion.” The messengers whom Moses sent to the king of Edom said, 
“Please let us pass through your land. We shall not pass through field 
or through vineyard; we shall not even drink water from a well. We 
shall go along the King’s highway, not turning to the right or left, un-
til we pass through your territory” (Num 20:17). But in the new age, 

because of the cross and resurrection of Jesus, something happened 
to change all this. Jesus did not merely defeat some local tyrant; he 
dealt with the ultimate enemies, the devil, the world, and the flesh. 
This is why he could say to his apostles and disciples, “All authority 
has been given to Me in heaven and on earth. Go therefore and make 
disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 
and the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I 
commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of 
the age” (Matt 28:18-20). Now there is endless, boundless freedom, 
because the enemy behind the nations has been dealt with.

Thus there is no room for timidity. Christians can go anywhere, 
live anywhere, taking the message of the gospel of peace with them 
(just make sure you go in two’s!). The whole earth is his possession 
and one day it will all be holy. Go to the right, go to the left. Don’t 
fear entering any office, any workplace, any neighborhood, any 
country. The cross not only made possible the salvation of the saints, 
it also secured it. The apostles preached with boldness, and they suf-
fered, but when they were finished preaching, Luke wrote, “as many 
as had been appointed to eternal life believed” (Acts 13:48). This is 
why Christians have the freedom to go anywhere God calls them 
to—to liberate those whom he has chosen, those who are waiting for 
the good news of the cross and resurrection of Jesus. Don’t be timid! 
Don’t be tempted to build new Christian monasteries and ghettos. 
Get out there and liberate the captives!

The second reason Israel was to enlarge her vision was that the 
vision of restoration would be much better than she ever dreamed—
the new inheritance will include all nations as well as Israel. The Jews 
had a dream that one day God would restore things to how they 
were in the days of David, Solomon, Joshua, and Moses. Like many 
people today, they were nostalgic for the old days. The old genera-
tion wanted to go back, but in the new age Israel would not only 
resettle the cities left desolate by her exile (Isa 1:7), she would expand 
the kingdom to include all the Gentile nations. So it was not only 
restoration, but new, transcendent reunification!

Don’t ever go backwards in your spiritual life; this is what kills 
spiritual growth. God is always doing something new! The book of 
Acts demonstrates how hard it was for the apostles to grasp this truth. 
Peter refused to go to the home of Cornelius, a tanner, an unclean 
occupation. God had to show the apostle a vision to get him to do 
what he wanted done, which was to bring the gospel to the Gentiles. 
The apostle Paul was one of the few who clearly grasped the vision 
of this new Zion, yet he was often unappreciated for his efforts. One 
of the most painful scenes in the book of Acts is when he brought 
to Jerusalem with him the representatives of the Gentile churches—
the real temple made of living stones to visit the old temple (a mere 
shadow of the new!). Rather than rejoicing in this new work of God, 
the Jews rioted because a rumor spread that the presence of these 
Gentiles within the temple precincts had defiled the temple. But 
in the new age they were the new temple! Paul ended up in prison, 
unappreciated for what he was trying to convey to the Jews.

How often to we try and hold on to the past and miss the new 
thing God is doing? We must enlarge our vision. It’s only going to 
get better until the day you die. God’s ways of working are new and 
fresh every day.

This is the new seed, supernaturally born, as numerous as the 
stars. And the new land is boundless and free; it knows no limits.

The Birth of a New Age: A New Prosperity



III. Implications to those hungering for true prosperity
A. Expect to die

We must remember that this text was addressed to the barren one, 
the childless, desolate one. Earthly barrenness, therefore, is the door-
way to spiritual productivity. Thus, we must expect to die. Don’t 
fight it. Don’t hang on to what is earthly. Let go. Because this is the 
norm, we must learn to be a weeping community. Weep, therefore, 
knowing that will open the door to heaven. Suffering is what opens 
the door to this new, transcendent joy. Without it there is no joy.
B. Enlarge your vision

Don’t be so bound up with your vision of your own physical fam-
ily. Remember the words of Jesus to his apostles, “Truly I say to you, 
there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or 
father or children or farms, for My sake and for the gospel’s sake, but 
that he shall receive a hundred times as much now in the present age, 
houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and children and farms, 
along with persecutions; and in the age to come, eternal life” (Mark 
10:29-30). God has blessed us with three girls, but as a softball coach, 
I have 13 more, and I’m praying for each one of them. This week we 
have a young French girl coming to live with us for three weeks, and 
later this year one of our girls will go to France for three weeks. Let 
us enlarge our vision.
C. Rejoice

Pain not only opens door to heavenly affections, it increases our 
capacity one hundred fold. In the one area where I was most wound-
ed—my longing for a son—I recently received one: my own father, 
who came to Christ at our men’s retreat earlier this year. In apprecia-
tion, I wrote a poem about his conversion, and I sent it to a friend 
in far away Romania. For the past two weeks, I have been flooded 
with letters from that country. They have translated my poem, and 
they are singing its praises across the seas. I do not have the words to 
adequately express the joy I have experienced through these letters, 
but, in closing, let me read to you one which I received just a few 
days ago:

Dear Brian,
When we open the wings of hearts that miss you, we have begun 
a trip of love from the Eternal One. This road across the ocean is 
so very known to our prayers.
From this date a joy of oceanic dimensions soars in a unique flight 
to Peninsula Bible Church where those eyes, blue like the skies, 
overflowed with so many holy tears of joy over the salvation of 
your father.
We give glory to the God of patience for this wonderful victory. 
Oh, if only we had been there to share in this inestimable joy.
There is no one as wonderful as our Lord who causes all things 
to work together for good for those who love Him. Truly we are 
witnesses of abundant miracles.
Don’t forget, holy brothers, that we carry you in our unceasing 
prayers because we cannot do otherwise. We will not forget your 
warm love which made you leave your pleasant surroundings 
there to spend your time and money, to risk so much and to ac-
cept our modest conditions here.
Lord, we don’t have other possibilities, but we ask You, repay the 
incomparable love from the warm heart of our brothers which 
consistently remains with us. In their limpid eyes I saw the love 
of Christ.
With a burning desire we await the moment when we shall once 
again be together. Until then, don’t forget that we often visit you 
through our prayers. In your secret moments only listen atten-
tively, and you will hear us.
Remembering all of you for all that you have done for us, as much 
spiritual as material, we embrace you with love,
Violeta and Ioatan
P.S. Until we see each other again, if all goes well, we will receive 
another child from the Lord. We would like very much for her 
to be a girl.
Is there prosperity for the believer today? Yes indeed, a transcen-

dent prosperity the world knows nothing of. Rejoice, O barren one. 
In this new age God will make you a mother whose children are so 
numerous they cannot be counted, and a homemaker whose nest 
knows no limits. Amen.

1. Walter C. Kaiser Jr., Toward An Old Testament Theology.
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A good friend of mine recently received word that his older broth-
er, whom he loves very much, was leaving his wife and children. Later 
the same week he learned that his sister’s husband has been unfaithful 
to her for more than 15 years. Two broken relationships in the span 
of one week. The covenant between his sister and her husband was 
actually no covenant at all. It had the appearance of faithfulness, but 
deep down one party was feeding on a secret idol. It began with a 
look, and then a taste, which turned into a meal, and before long the 
idol became a voracious beast. Many Christians who find themselves 
in similar circumstances discover that, rather than their feeding their 
idols, their secret idols begin feeding on them. Soon, matters are out 
of control. They give themselves over to compulsive behavior that 
seems to have no limits. At last, however, everything is made public. 
The hidden secrets of their hearts are exposed to shame, humiliation 
and disgrace that has an impact to the third and fourth generations.

Is there any hope for someone who sinks into that condition? Is it 
possible to restore a covenant once it has been broken? Our text from 
Isaiah 54 this morning resounds with good news. Earlier, in chapter 
53, the prophet wrote about the suffering Servant who would undergo 
a humiliating death on a tree, but who came back to life in a glori-
ous resurrection. Then in chapter 54, Isaiah revealed that through his 
resurrection the Servant gave birth to a whole new age, one which not 
only fulfilled the Old Covenant, but which was so much greater that 
the old, which once had glory, seemed to have no glory by comparison 
(2 Cor 3:10). Then the prophet went on to take every aspect of the Old 
Covenant—the promise of a seed, a land, a love relationship between 
Israel and her God, a city, an education, etc.—and compared them 
with the far more glorious and transcendent promises of the New 
Covenant.

Last week, we saw that the promises of the seed and the land are 
fulfilled in Christ. Today, we will look at the marriage covenant be-
tween God and Israel. Are there people here this morning whose 
Christian lives are a sham of hypocrisy and fakery? Are you tired of 
turning over a new leaf, only to return to your shame again and again? 
Are you living with guilt and failure because of your compulsive be-
havior? Take heart. This is your text. It this beautifully poetic passage, 
a marriage is reenacted. At Mt. Sinai, God and Israel entered into a 
marriage agreement. God liberated Israel from the bondage of Egypt, 
and in response, the nation was to give him her whole heart. But Israel 
was an unfaithful spouse. The faithful Husband was forced to give his 
wife a bill of divorce and send her out into the wilderness because of 
her long history of adultery and prostitution. There she was stripped 
naked and abused by her lovers. Even though God was the wronged 
party in this marriage, however, he still has deep compassion for her 
despite her filth and shame. He initiates reconciliation by searching 
for Israel in the wilderness. Once he finds her he cleanses her of all 
filth and defilement, and they renew their wedding vows. But this 
time everything is different. This time, because of the work of Christ, 
Israel has a new heart. This time, she partakes of a New Covenant, 
one which will outlast history. Now she is able to respond to the love 
of her husband.

What, then, are the reasons this marriage will work now? It is be-
cause in this New Covenant God, through Christ, has met Israel—
and us—at the point of her four deepest needs to restore what she by 
her own behavior had ruined. In 54:4, we find that the first of these 
new gifts is cleansing: our guilt is removed.

I. Its benefit: Cleansing! (54:4)
“Fear not, for you will not be put to shame;
Neither feel humiliated for you will not be disgraced;
For the shame of your youth you will forget,
And the reproach of your widowhood you will remember no 

more.” (NASB)

A. Ends all guilt for past shame

Here, the prophet is saying that from her youth, when she wan-
dered aimlessly in the wilderness, until her widowhood, when God 
was forced to abandon her to abuse by her new lovers, all that time, 
from the wilderness to Babylon, Israel had been an adulteress. To help 
us feel the weight of Israel’s sin, and the sense of shame which God in 
Christ has cleansed her of, substitute your own name instead of her’s 
as I read from the book of Ezekiel:

“‘Thus says the Lord God to Jerusalem, “Your origin and your 
birth are from the land of the Canaanite, your father was an 
Amorite and your mother a Hittite. As for your birth, on the day 
you were born you navel cord was not cut, nor were you washed 
with water for cleansing; you were not rubbed with salt or even 
wrapped in cloths. No eye looked with pity on you to do any of 
these things for you, to have compassion on you. Rather you were 
thrown out into the open field, for your were abhorred on the day 
you were born.

“When I passed by you and saw you squirming in your blood, 
I said to you while you were in your blood, ‘Live!’ I made you 
numerous like plants of the field. Then you grew up, became tall, 
and reached the age for fine ornaments. Your breasts were formed 
and your hair had grown. Yet you were naked and bare.

“I passed by you and saw you, and behold, you were at the time for 
love; so I spread My skirt over you and covered your nakedness. I 
also swore to you [at Mt. Sinai] and entered into a covenant with 
you so that you became Mine…then I bathed you with water, 
washed off your blood from you, and anointed you with oil [the 
Exodus]. I also clothed you with ornaments, put bracelets on your 
hands, and a necklace around your neck. I also put a ring in your 
nostril, earrings in your ears, and a beautiful crown on your head 
[the days of David]. Thus you were adorned with gold and silver, 
and your dress was of fine linen, silk, and embroidered cloth. You 
ate fine flour, honey, and oil; so you were exceedingly beautiful 
and advanced to royalty [the time of Solomon and the temple].

“Then your fame went forth among the nations on account of 
your beauty…you trusted in your beauty and played the harlot 
because of your fame, and you poured out your harlotries on 
every passer-by who might be willing [during the period of the 
Divided Monarchy]. You took some of your clothes, made for 
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yourself high places of various colors, and played the harlot with 
them…you also took your beautiful jewels made of My gold and 
of My silver, which I had given you, and made for your male 
images that you might play the harlot with them…Were your 
harlotries so small a matter? You slaughtered My children, and 
offered them up to idols by causing them to pass through the 
fire. And besides all your abomination and harlotries you did not 
remember the days of your youth, when you were naked and bare 
and squirming in your blood.

“You adulteress wife, who takes strangers instead of her husband! 
Men give gifts to all harlots, but you give your gifts to all your 
lovers to bribe them to come to you from every direction for your 
harlotries. Thus you are different from those women in your har-
lotries, in that no one plays the harlot as you do, because you give 
money and no money is given you; thus you are different.

“Because your lewdness was poured out and your nakedness 
uncovered through your harlotries…So shall I gather them [all 
your lovers] against you from every direction and expose your 
nakedness to them that they may see all your nakedness…I shall 
also give you into the hands of your lovers [the Assyrians and 
the Babylonians], and they will tear down your shrines, demol-
ish your high places, strip you of your clothing, take away your 
jewels, and will leave you naked and bare…because you have not 
remembered the days of your youth.”’” (Ezek 16:3-43)

How many of you entered into a similar relationship with God 
under the Old Covenant? God loved you and saved you, and then you 
took it upon yourself to love him in return. You tried hard, but even 
as you tried outwardly an inner idol was consuming you all the while. 
Your second state became worse than your first, so you entered into 
deep shame. The impediment to new beginnings, of course, is that 
sense of past shame that consumes us and makes us feel hypocritical 
in our attempts to begin anew. That shame of the past must first be 
dealt with. Examine what Isaiah says: “Fear not…for the shame of 
your youth [in the wilderness]…and the reproach of your widowhood 
[in Babylon] you will remember no more”—all because of the blood 
of Christ. Painful memories plague our soul, but an amazing thing 
happened on that cross: the blood of Christ is so powerful it can wash 
more than the skin; it cleanses hearts from even the memory of all 
past shame—“for the shame of your youth you will forget, and the 
reproach of your widowhood you will remember no more.”
B. Ends all fear of future disgrace

But it goes even further. Not only is the past cleansed, the future 
too is taken care of—you will never again fear humiliation. The alco-
holic is forever recommitting himself to a change of lifestyle, but he 
always carries with him his past shame. Because of his failures, he is 
fearful to try again lest he subject himself to shame once more. This is 
how it was with Israel under the Old Covenant. Under that arrange-
ment, despite God’s gracious acts of salvation, the nation still lived in 
fear of humiliation and banishment if she lapsed into idolatry again 
(see Deut 28:15ff). But God said, “Enough of that.” Under the New 
Covenant, the blood of Christ will so cleanse you, and the gift of the 
Spirit so change you, you will never again fear another terror (like the 
Assyrians) or an exile (under the Babylonians). Jesus took our shame, 
humiliation and disgrace on the cross. No longer do we need to live 
in fear of future humiliation, or fear of being abandoned by God in 
another exile. We can begin all over again, this time without fear.

There we have met the first of our deepest needs—cleansing from 
our guilt. The glory of the new covenant is the deep cleansing that 
washes and cleanses our defiled flesh from past and future sin.

How can this be? What is new about this New Covenant? Our 
past history makes us feel inadequate, and we are fearful to enter into 

this new arrangement. Why will it be different this time? We find the 
answer to our fears in verse 5.

II. Based on the Lord’s resources, not Israel’s (54:5)
“For the husband is your Maker,
Whose name is the Lord of hosts;
And your Redeemer is the Holy One of Israel,
Who is called the God of all the earth.”

Calling himself “The Lord of Hosts,” God declares here that he 
used all his resources as Creator when Israel was first created as a na-
tion. He had at his disposal all the armies in creation, among the na-
tions, and the angels to accomplish his task. All of these groups came 
into play in the Exodus. The sun grew dark, various plagues of frogs, 
gnats, etc., tormented the Egyptians. The angel of death went through 
the camp of the enemy and killed all the firstborn. The wind and the 
sea obeyed God’s command and Israel crossed the Red Sea on dry 
land. Pharaoh’s army appeared right when God called, and his chari-
ots were submerged in the sea. All of creation obeyed the voice of the 
Lord when he judged Egypt, and this is what it took to create Israel. 
They were in exile now, not because God was weak, but because they 
had broken the covenant. But he had not stopped loving them. When 
he redeemed them, he would use all those resources once again, every-
thing that he had at his disposal in heaven and on earth, this time not 
just to remake the nation, but to make them holy.

Consider what this task required: God became a man. The glory of 
the New Covenant is that God not only keeps loving man faithfully, 
but Christ takes on the role of Israel, the bride, and loves God in re-
turn. Thus the equation is complete: God loves man, and man loves 
God. We are placed in Christ. He lives in you and me, and everything 
God now asks of you he will do in you by his Holy Spirit. How dif-
ferent from the Old Covenant! Under that arrangement, to illustrate, 
the believer is like a man sitting in a boat, trying to row from the 
East Coast to England. Try as he might, the Gulf Stream keeps draw-
ing him off course. That’s the Old Covenant; the Law is the sextant 
which shows him how far off course he is, but which gives him no 
power to propel the boat. No matter how many courses one takes on 
“motivational rowing” or “team rowing,” there is no hope! Enter the 
New Covenant. The oarsman discovers that his boat has a mast and a 
sail, and that he can use a heavenly resource—the wind—to take him 
to his destination, contrary to the Gulf Stream. No more rowing! He 
still feels the pull of the currents trying to draw him off course, but the 
new resource speeds him on to England.

Where does this come out ethically in the New Testament? If a 
couple who are both believers choose to divorce, the Bible says they 
may not remarry: “let them remain unmarried, or else be reconciled” 
(1 Cor 7:10-11). Why? Because in the New Covenant God has done 
everything needed to create and sustain love. Though couples feel the 
constant urges and pulls of the flesh (like that hidden Gulf Stream) 
they can choose to make a continual presentation to the Lord within 
(like hoisting the sail on the boat); he will cause them to make con-
tinual progress in their relationship (like sailing against the current), 
and they will ultimately experience the fruit of joy and fulfillment. 
If there is any hardness of heart resulting from a lengthy period of 
drifting (which happens when we drop our sail) in order to satisfy the 
urges of the flesh, the Bible casts the sole responsibility on us. There 
may be a need in some cases for a time of separation so that God can 
work on the one who has hardened his or her heart, but to eliminate 
the possibility of reconciliation with a Christian spouse is a denial of 
what God has already provided in the New Covenant. If they cannot 
love now, it is either because they do not know about the New Cov-
enant, or they choose not to appropriate it.

	 Isaiah 54:4-10



3

Thus the New Covenant not only deals with our guilt but also our 
inadequacy. It inaugurates a supernatural cleansing of the past, and 
freedom for change in the future.

But, someone says, how can we be sure that God will take me back 
when I have failed so many times? How can I be sure he’s not mad at 
me? Some Christians feel that God is forever waiting around the next 
bend on the road, big stick in hand, ready to chastise them when they 
fail. The next verse has an extremely helpful word here.

III. Initiated by the Lord, not Israel (54:6)
“For the Lord has called you,
Like a wife forsaken and grieved in spirit,
Even like a wife of one’s youth when she is rejected,”
Says your God.

A. Israel as the wife

Israel, the wife, is the guilty party in the breaking of the covenant, 
but in her destitute state she is powerless to do anything about her 
condition. Without a divine miracle there is no hope for her. I have 
counseled many wives “forsaken and grieved in spirit” because their 
husbands broke their marriage covenant, and I can tell you it is a 
heartbreaking thing to see a woman forsaken by the husband of her 
youth.
B. The Lord as the husband

Notice that Israel is the guilty party. She wronged the Lord. She 
is the one who spent her life on her lovers. She was stripped naked, 
languishing in the wilderness, and sold on the slave market. The Lord 
was the wronged party who was forced to give his wife a certificate 
of divorce. Yet, he is still moved by Israel’s grief and her deplorable 
condition. He responds by calling for her and searching for her with 
the same depth of compassion as if she was innocent!

God has the same compassion toward us. Just as it was with Israel, 
he initiates the process of reconciliation. The world knows nothing 
of this kind of love. The New Covenant is founded on the Lord’s 
resources, not ours. Today God is calling some of you. He is initiating 
the process, and flooding love into your life. Will you respond to his 
New Covenant?

Finally, how can we be sure this new arrangement for living will 
last? Past failure makes us fear that God might give up on us. Verses 
7-10 set out the fourth gift that is ours in the new covenant.

IV. Established by a love greater than His judgment 
(54:7-10)
A. The permanence of His love contrasted with His wrath (54:7-8)

“For a brief moment I forsook you,
But with great compassion I will gather you.
In an outburst of anger,
I hid my face from you for a moment,
But with everlasting lovingkindness (loyal-love) I will have com-

passion on you,”
Says the Lord your Redeemer.

At times, the OT prophets refer to Israel’s exile when they want to 
contrast the new, Messianic age with what occurred in the past. Here, 
God’s love is contrasted with his wrath, under which Israel suffered for 
70 years in the exile. In Lamentations, we have a graphic illustration 
of the magnitude of his wrath:

“See, O Lord, and look,
For I am despised.”
“Is it nothing to all you who pass this way?
Look and see if there is any pain like my pain
Which was severely dealt out to me,

Which the Lord inflicted on the day of his fierce anger.
From on high he sent fire into my bones,
And it prevailed over them;
He has spread a net for my feet;
He has turned me back;
He has made me desolate,
Faint all day long.” (Lam 1:11b-13)

The phrases, “I will gather you,” and, “in great compassion,” de-
scribe, in contrast, God’s love. Ezekiel wrote, “As a soothing aroma I 
shall accept you, when I bring you out from the peoples and gather 
you from the lands where you are scattered, and I shall prove myself 
holy among you in the sight of the nations” (Ezek 20:41). Here is a 
NT example of a usage of the word “gather,” from John’s gospel: “[Ca-
iaphas] prophesied that Jesus was going to die for the nations, and not 
for the nations only, but that He might also gather together into one 
the children of God who are scattered abroad” (John 11:51-52). And 
God always looks upon his children with compassion, in the same 
way a mother looks upon her nursing infant. He is always moved to 
compassion at our helplessness.

Yet, compared to God’s everlasting loyal-love, the 70 years of exile 
in Babylon will seem like a “brief moment,” like “an atom in time” 
(Acquila). Ezekiel gives us a description of the duration of this love: 
“‘Then they will know that I am the Lord their God because I made 
them go into exile among the nations, and then gathered them again 
to their own land; and I will leave none of them there any longer. And 
I will not hide My face from them any longer, for I shall have poured 
out My Spirit on the house of Israel.’ declares the Lord God” (Ezek 
39:28-29).
B. The permanency of His love compared to His oath with Noah 
(54:9)

“For this is like the days of Noah to me:
When I swore that the waters of Noah
Should not flood the earth again,
So I have sworn that I will not be angry with you,
Nor will I rebuke you.”

Isaiah looks into the past of Israel’s history “in search of a turning 
point comparable with the one which now confronts Israel,” and he 
finds none! “He has to go further back to that turning-point in pri-
maeval times which marked the end of catastrophic events involving 
the whole human race!” Thus the magnitude of events are of the same 
order as the promise to Noah after the universal flood.1

The mercy shown to Israel after the captivity parallels the mercy 
which God demonstrated toward mankind following the flood. Then, 
God established through an oath that he would never again destroy 
the earth by a flood. In Noah’s day, the reason given for God’s mercy is 
that judgment did not change the heart of man, as Genesis records: “I 
will never again curse the ground on account of man, for the intent of 
man’s heart is evil from his youth.” (Gen. 8:21.) In like manner, judg-
ment did not change the heart of Israel, but loyal-love will accomplish 
this. This is why we do not get abused or sent into exile by God—he 
has made an oath that he will never again do this.
C. The permanency of His love contrasted to His oath with Noah 
(54:10)

This New Covenant even surpasses the covenant God made with 
Noah. It will outlast history.

“For the mountains may be removed and the hills may shake,
But My lovingkindness (loyal-love) will not be removed from 

you,
And My covenant of peace will not be shaken,”
Says the Lord who has compassion on you.

A New Covenant, A New Relationship



The New Covenant is greater than the Noahic covenant, because 
God’s new people outlive the old, created order. His love has created 
within them new hearts, therefore they forever remain secure in his 
abiding love. So while God’s judgment did not change the hearts of 
men, his love did! Therefore God’s people remain secure in his love 
forever! This is what the apostle Paul is referring to in Romans 8: “For 
I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principali-
ties, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, 
nor depth, nor any other created thing, shall be able to separate us 
from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom 8:39). 
There is nothing to compare with the depth of God’s love for his 
people, with its permanence and security for the believer. It covers 
our guilt, our inadequacies, our sense of acceptance, and our sense of 
security.

It is almost impossible to comprehend the glory of the New Cov-
enant that the Servant Jesus inaugurated through his death and resur-
rection. What is clear is that those who do begin to comprehend and 
taste of its glory live radically different lives. People who have been 
living for years under the Old Covenant, seeking to please God by try-
ing harder every year, suddenly discover the transcendent love of God 
for them and they become radically different as a result.

How are they different? In four ways, I believe.

Implications of the New Covenant
First, they are free to expose their deepest shame because Christ 

took their shame upon himself. Christians therefore can be vulner-
able, without fear of condemnation. Now, when we act in the flesh, 
in our own strength, unlike Moses, who covered his face with a veil 
to hide his fading glory after his encounter with God on Mt. Sinai (2 
Cor 3:13), we can share our struggles and not cover them over with 
hypocritical devotion. We will not seek to deceive people by mixing 
self-effort with devotion to Jesus Christ. No matter how wretched we 
have been, no matter how often we fail we can always hoist our sails 
again and continue on, without condemnation (2 Cor 3:16). Our sin 
has been taken care of in Christ.

Second, a dominant characteristic of someone who is living under 
the New Covenant is an overwhelming sense of appreciation. Love 
for Christ burns in their breast, consuming all that it cannot love. 
Words can hardly describe the warmth and depth of this love. Nor 
can the mind alone comprehend it. It takes the very person of God 
living in our hearts to give us assurance of how much he loves us, as 
the apostle Paul wrote, “The love of God has been poured out into 
our hearts through the Holy Spirit who was given to us” (Rom 5:5). 
We become so appreciative of God’s secure love for us under the New 
Covenant, a love that sought us, bought us, washed us, and healed 
us, that new affections are created in the soul that we knew nothing 
of before. Writing in the 12th century in his book The Fire Of Love, 
Richard Rolle put it thus:

Concerning…the time I first felt my heart begin to warm I [was] 
amazed more than I am able to say. I felt it truly, not simply in my 
imagination, but just as though my heart was burning with a physi-
cal fire. I marvelled, you may be sure, at how this burning in my 
soul leapt up, and at its unanticipated comfort. It was so vivid an 
experience that often I put my hand against my chest just to see if I 
could feel any cause for the heat outwardly! But once I knew that it 
was purely a matter of inward, spiritual nature, and that the burn-
ing sensation was not from carnal love, I realized it had to be a gift 
from the Creator. Accordingly I was glad, and melt with a desire for 
a greater experience of love, especially on account of the inflow of 

the sweetest pleasure and spiritual delight with which that spiritual 
flame comforted my mind. Before this comforting warmth came to 
me, shedding its sense of devotion within, I frankly believed that 
no such experience could come in our present state of exile, for 
truly it enflames the soul just as if a real fire were burning there.2
Third, if we live under the New Covenant, we, like Paul, will never 

lose heart (2 Cor 4:1). This is a preeminent theme in the new order. 
Although the world is falling apart, all is well, because nothing, not 
even our worst behavior, can separate us from the love of Christ. Thus 
we never lose heart. We do not have to be in control of everything, 
manipulating others so that they love us. We have love from the very 
Source of love himself, a purer, greater, more transcendent love than 
anyone else can provide us. This security allows the Christian to live 
in quietness and peace. Some Christians seek the limelight, parad-
ing their godliness for all to see, but not those who live in the New 
Covenant. The distinguished pastoral theologian, Thomas Shepard, 
wrote, “A Pharisee’s trumpet shall be heard to the end of the town, but 
simplicity walks through the town unseen.”

Fourth, New Covenant Christians are ardent lovers. They are nei-
ther possessive nor manipulative. They are pilgrims whose sweet glance 
and focused eye draw you not to themselves, but to the Savior whom 
they focus upon as they march toward Zion. Thus, love becomes the 
dominant mark of their lives. This is the glory of the New Covenant. 
May this be our legacy.

Traian Dorz, that great spiritual leader of the Lord’s Army (an 
evangelical denomination within the Romanian Orthodox Church), 
found acceptance and security in the transcendent love of Christ dur-
ing his 16 years in a Romanian prison. I will close by reading one of 
his poems, written from his prison cell:

Here where You are, O Jesus,
I have all that is below and above.
I have my home and my country,
And all that I would ever wish for.
Here, only here, where You are, O Jesus.
Here, when I sit and listen to You,
I have all heaven and much more.
I have brothers, mothers and sisters,
Thousands times more than others.
Here, only here, when I sit and listen to You.
Here, lost in happiness
I behold the heaven—large and shining.
I hear angelic accords,
And feel heavenly embraces,
And fellowship with God.
Here, only here, lost in happiness.
Jesus, most sweet God,
You are my only wealth.
You—my love and my life,
You—my glory and all I desire.
Jesus, Jesus, Jesus, most sweet God.

1. Claus Westermann, Isaiah 40–66 (OTL; Philadelphia: Westminster, 
1969), 275.

2. Richard Rolle, The Fire of Love, in The Law of Love: English Spirituality 
in the Age of Wyclif (ed. David Lyle Jeffrey; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 
183-184.
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One of my dreams as a young Christian was to visit Jerusalem. By 
God’s grace I have had opportunity to fulfill my dream, and I count 
it one of the most memorable experiences in my life to have tasted the 
charm of Jerusalem.

A number of things enhance the splendor of this great Middle Eastern 
city: its long history of glorious relationships; its 4000-year history of 
thriving education; and its prophetic hope of a secure place where God 
would establish his rule. And, of course, Jerusalem was unmatched in its 
glory. It was the crown jewel set in God’s hand, his choice for Zion, the 
temple and the Shekinah glory. Here, generations of fathers taught their 
sons the sacred texts. In fact, the famous Dead Sea Scrolls, dating from 
the time of Jesus, are housed in a museum in the city today. The very 
text which we will be studying, Isaiah 54, is unrolled and on display in a 
round room in the basement of the building.

During my visit, our tour guide was a government official and a schol-
ar, a former military man who had fought in the Six Day War in 1967. 
He knew the details of all the battles and skirmishes, and his passion for 
Jerusalem was obvious. When we came into the city on the first evening, 
the sun was setting, casting yellow hues against the white stone buildings. 
It was a glorious sight. We found it hard to argue with our guide’s assess-
ment, “Here is the greatest city in the world.” When we were settled in 
our hotel and we began to explore Jerusalem, however, that glory began 
to tarnish a little. The tension we felt on all sides overshadowed the re-
lationships, security and zest for learning we had expected to encounter. 
Three-quarters of the city was off limits due to a strike by Arab work-
ers, and several incidents of violence broke out. I visited the university, 
expecting to find students filled with a sense of life and knowledge of 
the Scriptures, but I was sorely disappointed. Where was the glorious 
Jerusalem the prophets wrote about? I wondered, the city of which the 
prophet Isaiah said,

“A nation which knows you not will run to you,
Because of the Lord your God, even the Holy One of Israel;
For He has glorified you.” (Isa 55:5)

We have been studying the marvelous Servant Songs from the book 
of Isaiah, and we discovered that the prophet records in them a detailed 
description of the life of Jesus Christ, written 700 years before his incar-
nation. We have looked at his atoning death on the cross, and his glori-
ous resurrection from the tomb. In Isaiah 54, we heard the shout of joy 
uttered at the new age which the Messiah would introduce: a new seed, a 
new land, and a New Covenant, whose glory far surpassed the old order. 
In our text today, the prophet speaks of a New City to demonstrate that 
what Jesus accomplished by his death and resurrection not only fulfilled 
the Old Covenant, but it far surpassed Israel’s grandest dream. The splen-
dor of this New City would be such that nations would run to her to be 
taught by the Messiah, and everyone would dwell in peace under his own 
fig tree, with none to make them afraid (Mic 4).

In our text, Isaiah sets out three qualities which will make this city 
great: its splendor, its love of learning, and its security.

I. The future splendor of the New Jerusalem (54:11-12)
A. The backdrop of its future splendor (54:11a)

“O afflicted one, storm-tossed and not comforted,
Behold, I will set your stones in antimony.”

Isaiah begins by contrasting the future glory of Zion and her people 
with her dark past, when she was battered relentlessly by the storm of 
God’s raging wrath. Just as a jeweler displays a diamond against a black 
velvet background, so the prophet introduces his theme by comparing 
the city’s future with her painful past. We catch a glimpse of that past in 
chapter 51:

Rouse yourself! Rouse yourself! Arise O Jerusalem,
You who have drunk from the Lord’s hand the cup of His anger;
The chalice of reeling you have drained to the dregs…
Your sons have fainted,
They lie helpless at the head of every street,
Like an antelope in a net,
Full of the wrath of the Lord,
The rebuke of your God. (Isa 51:17, 20)

Against that dark backdrop Isaiah says that God will lay precious 
stones in antimony. The Hebrew word translated antimony refers to a 
black mineral powder which was used by Middle Eastern women as a 
cosmetic to increase the brilliance of their eyes by darkening the eyelids. 
In this context, antimony refers to a dark mortar used to set off the bril-
liance of precious stones. In Romania last year as I was teaching this very 
text, I noticed that just behind where we were gathered stood a building 
constructed of white stones set in black mortar—a perfect illustration for 
my text. Perhaps the idea here in Isaiah is that the splendor of the city to 
come will not only be glorious in comparison to its dark past of 586 BC, 
when it was destroyed, but the New City will be glorious by contrast to 
the dark world in which it is newly constructed—so glorious in compari-
son to the dark world of death and idolatry, in fact, that nations will long 
to be part of its community.
B. The new material of its splendor: Precious stones! (54:11b-12)

“And I will lay your foundation in sapphires.
Moreover, I will make your battlements of rubies,
And your gates of crystal,
And your entire wall of precious stones.”

This would be especially meaningful to the captives in Babylon, 
“where Nebuchadnezzar said he had erected such and such a building 
in precious stones; mention is often made in particular of the unknu 
stone, that is lapis lazuli or azure stone. In actual fact, of course, what 
came in question were perfectly ordinary bricks overlaid with blue glass 
paste” (Claus Westermann). Nebuchadnezzar used a paste to cover the 
clay bricks. Like the Babylonian religions, his beautiful buildings were 
phony! In contrast to idolatrous Babylon, the New Jerusalem will be 
constructed with authentic precious gems, eternal in value, and splendid 
in beauty in their ability to reflect light.

No expense will be spared in the New Jerusalem. In contrast to Old 
Jerusalem, where gems were used only in the temple area, these materials 
are used throughout the entire city to form the foundations, walls, tow-
ers and gates.
C. What are these stones?

There is a hint in text as to what these stones are. Isaiah writes, “I will 
set your stones in antimony.” This verb is not the normal word used for 
the work of a stone mason or a jeweler. Usually, this word is used of shep-
herds who cause their sheep to lie down to feed (Jer 33:12; Ps 23:2; Ezek 
34:15). Thus, the stones referred to by Isaiah are a poetic description of 
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sheep! Here are two examples of how the word is used in the OT: “There 
shall again be in this place which is waste, without man or beast, and 
in all its cities, a habitation of shepherds who cause their flocks to rest” 
(Jer 33:12); “He makes me lie down in green pastures; He leads me beside 
waters of rest” (Ps 23:2).

The NT is even more explicit. There we discover that the New Je-
rusalem is a city built of “living stones” of which Christ himself in the 
cornerstone (Eph 2:20). The foundations of the New City are the twelve 
apostles, signifying that every life in the city is built upon the apostles’ 
teaching concerning Christ. On these foundations the city is constructed 
with a multitude of living stones (1 Pet 2:4-8) which includes both Jews 
and Gentiles. Picking up the same theme in Ephesians, the apostle Paul 
writes, “So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow 
citizens with the saints, and are of God’s household, having been built 
upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus Himself 
being the cornerstone, in whom the whole building, being fitted together, 
is growing into a holy temple in the Lord, in whom you also are being 
built together into a dwelling of God in the Spirit” (Eph 2:19-22). And 
here is what the apostle Peter wrote concerning these living stones: “And 
coming to Him as to a living stone, rejected by men, but choice and pre-
cious in the sight of God, you also, as living stones, are being built up 
as a spiritual house for a holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices 
acceptable to God through Jesus Christ” (1 Pet 2:4-5).

The final revelation of the splendor of this city is given in Revelation 
21, when the completed city descends from heaven: “And I saw the holy 
city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, made ready 
as a bride adorned for her husband…having the glory of God. Her bril-
liance was like a very costly stone, as a stone of crystal-clear jasper. It had 
a great and high wall, with twelves gates…and the wall of the city had 
twelve foundation stones, and on them were the twelve names of the 
twelve apostles of the Lamb…And the nations shall walk by its light, 
and the kings of the earth shall bring their glory into it” (Rev 21:2, 11-12, 
14, 24). The glory of this New City is not blue-glazed stones, nor is it 
diamonds or rubies; it is the glory of its people whose beauty reflects the 
life of the indwelling Christ. That is the New City whose glory shines 
brighter than the sun.
D. Implications for City-dwellers

The first implication of this text, I feel, is that Christians ought to be 
encouraged by having the right perspective. Though we live in a fallen, 
evil world we need to remind ourselves daily that God is building his 
New City in the midst of this world. The darker the backdrop, of course, 
the more beautiful his church appears. When we travel to places like 
Indonesia, Romania, the Yucatan Peninsula in Mexico, etc., we discover 
that where the world has nothing to offer, the church is most glorious. A 
friend of mine looked rather glum a few days ago, so I asked him what 
was the matter. “Life is kind of tough when you are trying to change the 
world,” he said. I had to remind him that this world is a mere vapor and 
one day it will all fade away, but that God’s city endures forever. This 
perspective should take away our fear and timidity and make us bold, 
confident witnesses for his name.

Second, we should be focused. If God’s great work in this age is to 
build this city of living stones, this should also be our focus. Therefore, 
let us be like the first century disciples who did not invest in the earthly 
Jerusalem. How vain would such investments prove when the city was 
destroyed by the Roman legions in AD 70! The apostles invested instead 
in a city whose architect and builder is God. Our focus should always be 
on the lives of men and women, not on buildings, programs, budgets or 
other externals. I have appreciated the fact that the elders of PBC have 
always had this as their priority. A mere 8% of our budget goes into our 
buildings; the rest is invested in people. Even now as we wrestle with 
problems of Sunday School space, parking, etc., their primary concern is 
with the living stones who make up the congregation, not with periph-
eral matters.

Isaiah sees the glory of a New Jerusalem, set against the dark backdrop 
of Israel’s past suffering and the darkness of the evil world. The splendor 
of the city is highlighted by its new building materials—“living precious 
stones”—which reflect the brilliant light of the Savior forever.

Next, the prophet writes of its education.

II. The future education in the new Jerusalem (54:13)
“And all your sons [or builders] will be taught of the Lord:
And the well-being [peace] of your sons will be great.”

A. All sons are personally tutored by the Lord

Our education system in California is in a state of crisis. Each year, 
200,000 new students enter the system, thousands of whom come from 
other countries and other states. The whole state languishes under such 
heavy debt that some school systems, like Richmond on the other side 
of the Bay, have had to close down their operations due to lack of funds. 
Even those that are in full operation probably don’t rate more than a ‘D’ 
grade. The future looks bleak for our schools.

By contrast how does God accomplish the task of education in his 
new city? In OT times, God’s curriculum was accomplished through me-
diators, peculiar people—priests, prophets, and wise men, who had the 
Spirit upon them. Under the inspiration of the Spirit, these men then 
taught the masses how to walk in the ways of the Lord, passing down the 
traditions of the fathers and giving forth new revelations for their day. 
But, at best, the results were minimal; a mere remnant was affected. Thus, 
each Jew had to exhort his brother “Know the Lord!” Now, however, in 
the days following the coming of the Servant, the Spirit will be given to 
all, without measure (Acts 2:17); and, according to Jeremiah “they shall 
not teach again, each man his neighbor and each man his brother, saying, 
‘Know the Lord,’ for they shall all know Me, from the least of them to 
the greatest of them” (Jer 31:34). How very different from our method 
of educating our children! All who believe will be taught by the Father, 
personally and intimately, every day, just as the Servant himself was:

The Lord God has given me the tongue of disciples,
That I might know how to answer the weary one with a word.
He awakens me morning by morning,
He awakens My ear to listen as a disciple. (Isa 50:4)

That same relationship is now made available to every son and daugh-
ter in the kingdom. The Spirit is given without measure to all believers, 
thereby guaranteeing the well-being of the city. No one has to rely on 
a secondhand education. The Spirit of God himself teaches us, as John 
wrote: “And as for you, the anointing which you received from Him 
abides in you, and you have no need for anyone to teach you; but as His 
anointing teaches you about all things, and is true and is not a lie, and 
just as it has taught you, you abide in Him” (1 John 2:27). What more 
can we ask for?

We see this point illustrated with the Samaritan woman (John 4) who 
had an intimate conversation with Jesus, and afterwards ran to her village 
to tell everyone she had met the Messiah. In response, the villagers went 
out to meet Jesus for themselves. Later, they said their impressions of him 
were no longer based on what the woman said, “for we have come to see 
and hear for ourselves that he is the Messiah.” There is no secondhand ed-
ucation in the New Covenant. If your experience of Jesus is secondhand, 
based on the testimony of others, don’t wait. Enter into this city, make 
Christ Lord of your life, and his Spirit will teach you and guide you. My 
father paid $20,000 for my education at one of the best universities in the 
country, but I have to admit that I remember very little of what I learned 
during those four years. While I was in school, however, I was taught the 
Scriptures without charge through some godly teachers, and the Holy 
Spirit began to give me a heart of wisdom. And I remember everything I 
learned in that free education; it is forever etched in my memory!
B. This guarantees their peace in the city

Because of the work of the Servant and the gift of the Spirit, all the 
workmen in the city enjoy a state of peace. The Hebrew concept of peace 
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(shalom) includes the ideas of well-being resulting from the victory of 
righteousness over evil. Paul refers to this in Galatians: “Christ redeemed 
us from the curse of the Law, having become a curse for us—for it is writ-
ten, ‘Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree’—in order that in Christ 
Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we 
might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith” (Gal 3:13-14). Righ-
teousness having been established by the Servant, his New City endures 
in unshakable peace, harmony and well-being.
C. Implications for City-dwellers

Since we all possess the gift of the Spirit in God’s New City we need to 
encourage all to be co-workers with Christ, each using his or her spiritual 
gifts to build this New City to the glory of God. Pastors and leaders must 
not dominate the flock; they must set the saints free to minister through 
dependence on the Lord. Paul instructs us that as we are incorporated 
into this New City with its new foundations, we become the new work-
men who build up the city. And second, we must be careful how we build 
in this city which is constructed of precious material. We are warned 
that we must be careful to build with “gold, silver, precious stones,” not 
with “wood, hay and stubble,” which shall not withstand the fire (1 Cor 
3:10-15).

What a great day Isaiah sees! As a result of the Servant’s securing righ-
teousness for all the inhabitants, the gift of the Spirit is given in full 
measure. Now all the sons in this city enjoy intimacy with the Lord, an 
intimacy that earlier was granted only to kings and prophets. And un-
like Old Jerusalem, whose security could always be threatened if a king 
turned from God’s law, this New City will enjoy lasting peace.

Next, Isaiah addresses the security of this New City.

III. The future security of the New Jerusalem (54:14-17)
A. The basis of their security: Gifted righteousness (54:14a)

“In righteousness you will be established;
You will be far from oppression, for you will not fear.”

Security has always been Jerusalem’s most pressing problem. Although 
the city is naturally fortified by three valleys, the northern approach has 
no natural defenses, and this has always been the point at which the 
city was invaded. At the time of Isaiah, Jerusalem faced the threat of 
the Assyrians. In response, Hezekiah increased taxes to build his defense 
structure and his famous tunnel (which you can still wade through if 
you visit the city). But, according to the OT, the security of Jerusalem 
depended not on fortifications, military might or foreign alliances, but 
solely on the righteousness of its King. Thus, in the very significant text 
of Deuteronomy 17:14-20, called the Law of the King, God instructs all 
future kings to put aside worldly security (in foreign alliances and trust 
in chariots) and seek the Lord by putting his word in their hearts: “Now 
it shall come about when he sits on the throne of his kingdom, he shall 
write for himself a copy of this law on a scroll in the presence of the 
Levitical priests. And it shall be with him, and he shall read it all the 
days of his life, that he may learn to fear the Lord his God, by carefully 
observing all the words of this law and these statutes, that his heart may 
not be lifted up above his brothers and that he may not turn aside from 
the commandment, to the right or the left; in order that he and his sons 
may continue long in his kingdom in the midst of Israel” (Deut 17:18-
20). With the coming of the Messiah, however, the city finally had a King 
who fulfilled God’s law with his whole heart. In his work on the cross, he 
imparted his righteousness to his people as a gift, and the city he builds 
stands secure.

My Servant, will justify the many,
As he will bear their iniquities. (Isa 53:11)

B. The result of their security: Freedom from fear (54:14b)

“And from terror, for it will not come near you.”

The New Jerusalem, built on the righteousness of the Servant, will be 
surrounded with walls of protection erected by the Lord himself. Thus, 

Israel will no longer live in fear of terror (as from the Assyrians of the 
past), or oppression (as in the Babylonian exile). Jesus provided this pro-
tection for his disciples during his lifetime (John 17:12), then he promised 
that the Spirit would provide this same ministry for them when he him-
self departed (John 16:7). Nothing, not even death itself, could separate 
them from his glorious city (Rom 8:35-39).
C. The new battles: Guaranteed victories (54:15-17a)

If anyone fiercely assails you it will not be from Me,
Whoever assails you will fall because of you. (54:15)

Though the city is being rebuilt, and it remains secure, there are still 
battles to be fought, says Isaiah. The outcome is secure, for three reasons. 
First, there has been a dramatic change of relationship. Under the Old 
Covenant, security was based on Israel’s faithfulness. And when Israel 
refused to remain loyal to the covenant, God removed the sword of holy 
war from them and gave it to her enemies to execute judgment on his 
people. This was described by the prophet Amos as “The Day of the 
Lord” (Amos 5:18). It would be a day of terror, not triumph, since God 
would be fighting against his own people. Isaiah wrote,

But they rebelled,
And grieved His Holy Spirit;
Therefore, He turned Himself to become their enemy,
He fought against them. (Isa 63:10)

But now, under the New Covenant, God says he will never again war 
against his people because through the cross of Christ there was created 
a new people who have the law of God written on their hearts (2 Cor 
3:2-6). What good news! Think of this truth when your boss rips into you 
tomorrow at work; or a family member gives you a bad time; or when 
you receive a hate letter in the mail. You can say with assurance, “This is 
not from God. He is not behind this.” That is the New Covenant.

Second, our new security is based on the nature of holy war.
“Behold, I Myself have created the smith, who blows the fire of 

coals,
And brings out a weapon for its work;
And I have created the destroyer to ruin.” (54:16)

In the age to come, God is still the sovereign commander of all holy 
war. He creates the one who makes the weapons, and the one who wields 
the weapons—he controls the result, in other words. The outcome of 
holy war is under his sovereignty, therefore victory is guaranteed.

“No weapon that is formed against you shall prosper;
And every tongue that accuses you in judgment you will condemn.” 

(54:17a)

God’s Servant was killed by slander and the sword, but the weapons 
could not prosper. Rather, the Servant prospered, and was highly exalted 
by being raised from the dead.
D. The basis of their security: Gifted righteousness (54:17b)

“This is the heritage of the servants of the Lord,
And their vindication is from Me,” declares the Lord.

The destiny of the Servant will be the legacy of all of God’s servants 
in the New Jerusalem. This is well illustrated in the life of Stephen, the 
first martyr of the church. While being stoned, “He gazed intently into 
heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of 
God, and he said, ‘Behold, I see the heavens opened up and the Son of 
Man standing at the right hand of God’” (Acts 7:55-56).

There we have the New City—glorious in its relationships, with a per-
sonal tutorial by the Holy Spirit for every inhabitant, and a security that 
outlives death. Rejoice, all you inhabitants of the New Jerusalem!
E. Implications for City-dwellers

First, we should fight the right battles. We must always remember that 
God’s City stands secure, and the gates of hell will not prevail against it. 
It is the devil’s strategy to cause us to feel so threatened that, drunk with 
anxiety, we fight our battles with the world’s weapons, doing more dam-
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age than good as a result (John 18:10-11). Here, however, is Paul’s descrip-
tions of the weapons we should use: “For though we walk in the flesh, 
we do not war according to the flesh, for the weapons of our warfare are 
not of the flesh, but divinely powerful for the destruction of fortresses” (2 
Cor 10:3-4). And, “Finally, be strong in the Lord, and in the strength of 
His might. Put on the full armor of God, that you may be able to stand 
firm against the schemes of the devil. For our struggle is not against flesh 
and blood, but against the rulers, against the powers, against the world 
forces of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in the 
heavenly places” (Eph 6:10-12).

Second, we should have deep feelings of humility. I am overwhelmed 
with the sense of privilege of being part of this New City. I once dreamed 
of visiting Jerusalem, but now I am privileged to be part of the New Je-
rusalem, with its glorious relationships, being personally tutored by God, 
and having a sense of complete security. By stark contrast, how many 
Jews have given their blood for the earthly Jerusalem! Yet we Gentiles 
have been grafted into the New City. Words cannot express my sense of 
wonder and appreciation at what God has done in Christ.

I will close by reading a poem which I have dedicated to a friend of 
mine, Avron Isaac Canty, a Jew, born in Poland in 1911. As a young boy, 
he experienced the bitter pains of persecution and anti-Semitism. His life 
was spared because he was concealed under the floorboards of the base-
ment in the synagogue he attended. Overhead, he heard the shouts of 
violence and anger directed at his people as the building was set on fire. 
He was sent to Montana, where he graduated at the top of his class. He 
was offered a scholarship to the university, but he refused it because there 
was no Jewish spiritual life there. Then, because there were not enough 
Jews in the area to warrant a rabbi and a synagogue, he became the rabbi. 
He remained faithful to the Torah and the readings all the days of his life. 
A few years ago, I met him through his son, Earle. Recently, even though 
he was in failing health, Avron still wanted to go to the synagogue, and I 
accompanied him. I watched him as he bound the Scriptures to his hands 
and to his head. I marveled at his prayers. And I wondered, too. Who am 
I that I should inherit his dream, while he endured the pain? He died last 
week, and I lost a friend. I wrote this poem, Avron’s Dream, based on our 
text, to express my appreciation for being in this New City.

Avron’s Dream
Isaiah 55:11-17

O Avron, you were a Jew
Of that chosen race, Israel’s seed,
Formed in the womb,
To walk in Torah.
The prophets taught you to dream,
Of Messiah, a restored land,
A new city, Jerusalem,
Where the wolf lies down with the lamb.
But life crushed the dream.
Foolish fires fueled by hatred
Flamed in the Polish countryside ,
And charred your synagogue with blood.
But the God of Abram
Placed you under the rafters,
Hid you in the shadow of His wings,
While you quivered under the consuming flames.
God plucked you from the fire,
Sent you to an unknown land.
You spread out to the right and to the left
But where were your people?

You took your tent and altar,
And beloved Torah,
And in that strange land
You called upon the name of the Lord.
That Word you never forgot,
And the pain,
You never understood
While you walked this earth.
I met you in the last days, through Isaac your son.
I watched you read the sacred scrolls,
I heard your speak of Israel’s pain,
I marvelled at your prayers.
O Avron, I loved you.
Who am I, a goy,
To be loved by your Messiah,
And grafted in to your tree.
Who am I to know, your Isaac,
The son you thought was dead,
But came to life on Moriah,
Your dead son, my brother?
Why should your Torah,
Bound to your head and wrist,
Be written on my heart,
Through the blessing of Abraham, the Spirit?
Why should your city,
Whose desolation etched your heart in grief,
Be my dream, my delight, my security,
My glory, all my days in every place?
Were you hardened,
That I could see?
Should you be cut off,
That others be grafted in?
Should your pain, be my joy?
May it never be!
I am not worthy.
And it says, “He is able to graft you in again.”
O Avron, in the resurrection of the just,
Would that God permit me
I would lift your eyelids,
And remove the veil.
I would take you to the New City,
Not mine but yours,
To see what you thought had died
But lives in glory greater than any dream.
On that day, you will understand
The pain, the blood, the fire;
And it will not be a strange land,
For you will be home.
O Avron, may you see your dream
Next year in Jerusalem! Amen.

In Memory of Avron Isaac Canty
June 28, 1911–April 21, 1991
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I like to run our home with very few rules, but we have one rule 
that I try to abide by. When sales people or marketers telephone and 
offer something free (and they all seem to call around dinner time), I 
have told my wife to never accept a free gift from any of them. Once, 
however, it seems she succumbed to their pressure tactics. She ac-
cepted a free vacation. The salesman would call around dinner time, 
she told me; he would demonstrate something, and we would get a 
free gift vacation. When the man called, I told him we didn’t want to 
see the demonstration and we didn’t want the gift, either. He said his 
company was obligated to give us the gift anyway, and he handed me 
a brochure which offered “a free vacation to the city of your choice.” 
Inside it said, “A free, three-day, two-night vacation to the city of 
your choice, free hotel, etc. The only charges you pay are transpor-
tation to and from the city and meals while you are there.” A free 
vacation costing around $800 per person! And the cities of choice 
were Atlantic City, Las Vegas, and Reno. The only thing free about 
this vacation offer was the air space between the four concrete walls 
of a resort area hotel bedroom. I’d rather be in prison, I said. How 
typical of the world. Temptingly, they lay out their wares and cry, 
“Come and feast yourself at no cost.” When you read the fine print, 
of course, you discover that there is a price; it will cost you dear.

Our text today from the book of Isaiah describes a very different 
kind of banqueting table. In this feast, the Lord God himself is host, 
and he invites all of Israel to participate in a rich life which the world 
knows nothing of.

Having thoroughly described the richness of the age to come, 
with its New Seed, New Land, New Covenant and New City, which 
the Servant would inaugurate through his death and resurrection 
(Isa 52:13–53:12), the prophet now sends out the invitation to Israel 
to come and enjoy the richness of this new age, employing the meta-
phor of a feast which the King has prepared for his special guests. 
The King sends out the invitations, and then pleads with his people 
to enjoy his rich banquet. This feast is free, and it delights the soul, in 
stark contrast to the empty feasts of idolatry which cost us dear and 
ravage the soul. The prophet declares that the King in question is a 
new David. The Lord is about to act in history to fulfill his covenant 
with David (see 2 Sam 7:12-16; Ps 89:26-37); he will raise up a new 
David whose kingdom will endure forever. Not only does the King 
invite his guests to eat at his table, he also invites them to share in his 
reign as co-regents! Isaiah expresses the Lord’s grief and surprise that 
anyone would be so foolish as to turn away such a free gift.

This same poetic language was used by our Lord on several oc-
casions when he identified himself as the “feast” (John 6), and he 
invited all in Israel to share in his glorious reign by feeding upon 
him (Luke 14:14-24). But only a remnant of the nation responded. 
The feast must be shared, so Jesus told his disciples that if the invited 
guests (Israel) would not come, they should go out into the highways 
and hedges (outside of Israel) and compel others (the Gentiles) to 
come and enjoy it (Luke 14:23-24).

Our text breaks down into three sections: First, the motivations 
to come to this feast; second, the way to enter into the fullness of 
the feast; and third, the life which this feast offers. These verses serve 
as a model of what God offers his people and the nations (thus it is 
a marvelous text to use in evangelism); and, furthermore, it should 
convict our hearts concerning our own foolishness in feeding our 
souls at the empty banquets of idolatry.

I. Motivations to come to the feast (55:1-2)
“Ho! Everyone who thirsts, come to the waters;
And you who have no money come, buy and eat,
Come, buy wine and milk, without money and without cost.
Why do you weigh out silver for what is not bread,
And your wages for what does not satisfy?
Listen carefully to Me, and eat what is good,
And delight yourself [your soul] in abundance.” (NASB)

A. The glory of the banquet

Three things make this a glorious feast. First, its availability. No-
tice that there are no requirements demanded before one can attend. 
Who may come? “Everyone who thirsts,” says the Lord. There is no 
class to attend, no creed to believe, to rules to obey, no liturgy to 
memorize, no traditions to learn, no dress code to adhere to. Just 
come!

Next, we see the quality of the food offered. This feast is costly 
and rich in quality. “Waters, wine and milk” hearken back to the 
Promised Land, a land rich in natural resources, with an abundant 
supply of milk and honey (Deut 8:7-10). This feast is like a restored 
Promised Land.

But it is even greater than that. Notice the prophet says, “Delight 
your soul in abundance…that your soul may live.” “Delight” is a rare 
word in the OT, meaning, to take exquisite pleasure in something 
because it is a rare luxury. This feast is not common food. It is rare, 
unknown to the world. Why? Because when you partake of it, your 
soul will live. This is the same language which was used in the Gar-
den of Eden. God instructed Adam, “Eat of all the trees,” which not 
only were good to partake of, but were “a delight to the eye.” In that 
garden stood the “Tree of Life” that would cause man to live forever 
and would give him a level of life in his soul beyond the original cre-
ation. This would do something far more profound than food could 
ever do: it would give him eternal life.

But this feast which God is offering is even better than the Garden 
of Eden. Notice that all the commands here in Isaiah are positive: 
“come,” “eat,” etc. But in the Garden it was, “Eat of all the trees but 
one, and if you eat of that tree, dying you shall die.” Something has 
happened in the New Covenant. If you eat at this banquet in this 
new garden, there is no evil, no temptation. It is all good! You can 
eat all you want. There is no cholesterol, no fat, no preservatives! 
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Everything is wholesome and good for the soul, and it will give you 
eternal life.

A man shared at our men’s Bible study last week and said, “Men, I 
have AIDS.” Then he went on to say that we should not feel sorry for 
him that he has a terminal illness; everyone is terminal, he reminded 
us. “I don’t think of AIDS as a disease,” he went on, “but as some-
thing that brought me ease, because through it I met Christ. The 
Spirit of God has filled my soul and I am content for the first time in 
my life. I have life I knew nothing of before.” After a lifetime in the 
wilderness, he has come to the banquet table of the Lord.

The third aspect of this feast’s glory is its cost. How much does 
it cost? Absolutely nothing! “Come…without money and without 
cost.” This is amazing, isn’t it? The host of the banquet, God himself, 
is going to pay all the expenses. Just like the father of the bride at 
a wedding, he will pick up the tab. There are no hidden costs, no 
presentation of a check at the end of the meal. The gospel is always 
offered free of charge to all who will come.
B. The empty comparisons of other tables

If the availability, the quality of its fare, and the free cost of this 
banquet do not convince you to come, the Lord now goes on to 
compare his table with the table of idolatry, greed, ambition and 
adultery. First, its expense: “you weigh out silver for what is not 
bread, And your wages for what does not satisfy.” Silver, hard-
earned wages, and other resources too—like wives and children and 
relationships—idolatry consumes them all. Isaiah is astonished that 
anyone would weigh out silver for other feasts that offer nothing. So 
was the Son of Man. He fed the five thousand to demonstrate that 
he was the Bread of Life, and he was astonished that the people came 
back the next day looking for more bread. He told them, “Do not 
work for the food which perishes, but for the food which endures 
to eternal life, which the Son of Man shall give to you, for on Him 
the Father, even God, has set His seal” (John 6:27). My own children 
have had a graphic visual aid of the cost which their aunt paid at the 
world’s banqueting table. After she had spent $70,000 on cocaine, 
and was almost destitute, they saw her empty soul, her broken body 
when she visited our home. They saw that idolatry not only paid her 
nothing, it cost her her very life.

Lee Atwater, the Chairman of Republican Party, died a few weeks 
ago. Though the cancer which attacked his brain he came to Christ 
near the end of his life. I will quote part of an article he wrote for Life 
magazine in February:

Long before I was struck with cancer, I felt something stirring in 
American society. It was a sense among the people that something 
was missing from their lives, something crucial. I was trying to 
position the Republican Party to take advantage of it. But I wasn’t 
exactly sure what “it” was. My illness helped me to see what was 
missing.
The 80’s were about acquiring—acquiring wealth, power, prestige. 
I know. I acquired more wealth, power and prestige than most. 
But you can acquire all you want and still fell empty. What power 
wouldn’t I trade for a little more time with my family? What price 
wouldn’t I pay for an evening with friends? It took a deadly ill-
ness to put me eye to eye with that truth, but it is a truth that the 
country, caught up in its ruthless ambitions and moral decay, can 
learn on my dime. I don’t know who will lead us through the ’90s, 
but they must be made to speak to this spiritual vacuum at the 
heart of American society, this tumor of the soul.

I’ve come a long way since the day I told George Bush that his 
“kinder, gentler” theme was a nice thought, but it wouldn’t win us 
any votes. I used to say the President might be kinder and gentler, 
but I wasn’t going to be. How wrong I was. There is nothing more 
important in life than human beings, nothing sweeter than the 
human touch.

This month marks my 40th birthday—that deadline I set for 
achieving my life’s goals. I lie here in my bedroom, my face swol-
len from steroids, my body useless and in pain. I will probably 
never play the guitar or run again; I can only hope to walk.

There is one man’s testimony to the emptiness of America’s tables 
of idolatry.

Thus we have to motivate us the glory of the banquet, and the 
emptiness of the tables of idolatry. There is one further motivation, 
by far the most important one, I feel.

C. The passion of the Host

The Host longs to have us come and eat at his table, and he ex-
presses his longing three different ways. First, in the opening word of 
the text, the exclamation Ho! This is the Hebrew word hoy, which is 
usually a cry of judgment, but here it is changed to an impassioned 
cry to be heard with a touch of pity and empathy. The Host longs 
to eat with you.

Second, he expresses his grief, using the word Why, at your dis-
satisfaction with your experience of eating at the tables of idolatry. 
“Why do you weigh out silver for what is not bread?” Compare 
this with the Lord’s word in Jeremiah, expressing his grief at Israel’s 
pain,

“Has a nation changed gods,
When they were not gods?
But My people have changed their glory
For that which does not profit.
Be appalled, O heavens, at this,
And shudder, be very desolate,” declares the Lord.
“For My people have committed two evils:
They have forsaken Me,
The fountain of living waters,
To hew for themselves cisterns,
Broken cisterns,
That can hold not water.” (Jer 2:11-13)

How can you refuse the Lord who looks at you, with tears in his 
eyes, grieving over what you have done?

If this doesn’t convince you, maybe his persistence will. The third 
word is, Come. It is repeated four times for emphasis: “Come, come, 
come, come to my feast!” In Romania I learned that if you want a 
Romanian to accept a gift, you must offer it three times. For polite-
ness’ sake, the first two offers are refused. Here, God offers his gift of 
a glorious, free banquet not thrice, but four times. He wants you to 
come to his feast! If you respond negatively, and mail your “No!” an-
swer to him, saying you are not interested, he will, in effect, send you 
a fax, saying, “Come to my banquet. I want you there.” But you are 
still not interested. So he calls you on the telephone, pleading with 
you to come. You refuse, and hang up on him. Still he persists. Then 
on the day of the feast he arrives at your front door in a limousine! 
“Come on, the party is beginning and I want you there with me!” he 
cries. How can you possibly turn down such a gracious, loving and 
persistent Host?
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Such long-suffering persistence we see illustrated in Israel’s his-
tory. How many prophets did God send to Israel, inviting them to 
the feast? Most of them paid with their blood for their persistence. 
Then, in an effort to whet the appetite of his people, God ordained 
400 years of prophetic silence. Following that, he broke the silence 
by sending the greatest prophet, John the Baptist. But Israel still 
refused. Finally, he sent his Son. Incredibly, Israel said no to him 
too. Even this refusal, however, did not dissuade the Lord. He still 
persisted. Following the death and resurrection of Jesus, when the 
apostle Peter preached to the same crowd that had cried, “Crucify 
him!”, through the gift of the Holy Spirit, three thousand people 
believed. How many of you here this morning could give testimony 
of the number of times you refused him and turned away, yet you 
are here because of his loyal-love and persistence? Can there be any 
stronger motivation to come than his amazing persistence? How gra-
cious, how tenacious is the God we worship!

From this text we discover that before you do anything for God, 
he wants to feed you. He doesn’t desire any of your possessions, your 
service, or your money. He wants to feed you until you are satisfied. 
Come as you are, and eat freely. Delight yourself in him. This theme 
is repeated all through the Scriptures. He fed Israel in the wilderness; 
he fed Elijah when he was depressed; he fed Peter by the sea. Thus 
the hallmark of the Christian is joy and satisfaction. Come, and eat 
of him.

So accept God’s invitation and come to his feast. Now, how do we 
enter into the fullness of it and partake of its benefits? There are so 
many distractions today to lure us away from partaking fully.

II. The way into the feast (55:2b-3a)
“Listen carefully to Me, and eat what is good,
And delight your soul in abundance.
Incline your ear and come to Me.
Listen, that your soul may live.”

A. Listen to the King: Hear

Notice the repeated use of the verb listen, hear. In contrast to idol-
atrous feasts, which capture us through the eye, this Host captures 
us through the ear. We can illustrate by using this guitar which you 
heard played this morning. If we wanted this guitar made glorious 
and beautiful, the world might suggest, for example, overlaying the 
wood with gold leaf, with a border of mother of pearl, etc. But that 
wouldn’t move our emotions, would it? The guitar wasn’t designed 
to please the eye. People are moved when someone plays the strings. 
A skilled guitarist moves the soul to a whole range of feelings and 
emotions. Remember, the soul is not fed through the eye (just watch 
television; you’ll see what I mean); it is fed through the ear. Listen to 
the Word. Let it penetrate your mind, not with facts and informa-
tion, but with the glory of the image of Christ himself. Then your 
soul will be enlightened as this glorious melody takes hold of your 
heart. You will experience a level of life you never before knew was 
possible. This is why the great commandment to Israel was, “Hear, O 
Israel, and give ear to My commands.” But we have neglected the ear 
for the eye, haven’t we? We have lost our listening skills. Let us turn 
off our televisions, throw away our walkmans, and listen in silence to 
the voice of God through his Word.

Once you begin to hear, and your inner eye sees the glory of 
Christ, then you can come to God, “that your soul may live” (see 2 
Cor 3:18).

And second,

B. Come to the King: Believe

God wants you to come to his table in order to have a relationship 
with you. Eternal life is not some sort of abstract life form that flows 
in your veins. It is an intimate relationship with the King himself. We 
visited Washington D.C. once as a family. Our congressman gave us 
a tour of Congress, and a friend introduced me to the chaplain of the 
Senate. What I really wanted to see was the White House, but there 
were no visitor’s passes available that day. While I was standing on 
the Mall, however, the President’s helicopter suddenly appeared in 
the sky and landed on the White House lawn. From three-quarters 
of a mile away I strained to see the figure of the President exiting the 
helicopter. That was as close as I got. Now how do you think you 
would feel if President Bush personally invited you to eat with him 
in the White House? When you arrived, you saw a dining room set 
for 2,000 guests, and your heart dropped. But then you saw on the 
side a private room, with a table set for two. The President came 
down the hallway and said to you, “I’m not eating with all those 
people tonight. I want to have dinner just with you.” What do you 
think that would do for your soul? Yet our text is saying that the 
King of kings wants to eat alone with you, with no crowds around 
and nothing to distract you.

But we don’t enter in, I believe, because we are nervous about 
relationships. Many of us have been hurt in the past, therefore we 
are fearful of taking a risk and being vulnerable. But God wants to 
be intimate with us. When my father came to Christ at our men’s 
retreat, the most profound thing he heard all weekend, he told us, 
was Michael Green’s statement, “Christianity is not a religion; it’s 
a relationship.” I have known that truth for 20 years, but that was 
what impressed my father. Christianity is a one-on-one relationship 
with God—and this is what he wants to have with each one of us.

So there you have your invitation to the feast, to dine with the 
King himself. What will happen to you if you do come and eat?

III. The life this feast offers: Sharing in the reign of the 
King! (55:3b-5)

“And I will make an everlasting covenant with you,
According to the faithful loyal-love of David.
Behold, I have made him a witness to the peoples,
A leader and commander for the peoples.
Behold you will call a nation you do not know,
And a nation which knows you not will run to you,
Because of the Lord your God,
Even the Holy One of Israel;
For He has glorified you.”

Up until now, Isaiah has been speaking of this feast to come in 
terms of metaphor, but now he comes to the reality of the feast. Here 
we learn that, by sending the Messianic King, God is about to fulfill 
the covenant he made with David. He is the feast, and those who 
feed on him will share in his reign.
A. A new and greater David will arise (55:3b)

In 2 Samuel 7, God made an everlasting covenant with David that 
Israel would never lack a man to sit on David’s throne, and that God 
would establish his throne forever: “When your days are complete 
and you lie down with your fathers, I will raise up your seed after 
you, who will come forth from you, and I will establish his kingdom. 
He shall build a house for My name, and I will establish the throne 
of his kingdom forever. I will be a father to him and he will be a son 
to Me; when he commits iniquity, I will correct him with the rod 
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of men and the strokes of the sons of men, but My loyal-love shall 
not depart form him, as I took it away from Saul, whom I removed 
from before you. And your house and your kingdom shall endure 
before Me forever; your throne shall be established forever” (2 Sam 
7:12-16).

King Solomon, David’s son, who built the earthly temple, was 
the first fulfillment of this text, but it finds its ultimate fulfillment 
in David’s greater Son, Jesus, who is building the heavenly temple 
without hands, eternal in the heavens. Isaiah thus identifies the feast 
as “feeding” on the Messiah to come, which results in eternal life. For 
those who enter in, this covenant will be established forever: “I am 
the bread of life; he who comes to Me shall not hunger, and he who 
believes in Me shall never thirst…for this is the will of My Father, 
that everyone who beholds the Son and believes in Him, may have 
eternal life; and I Myself will raise him up on the last day” (John 6:35, 
40). “If any man is thirsty, let him come to Me and drink. He who 
believes in Me, as the Scripture said, ‘From his innermost being shall 
flow rivers of living water’” (John 7:37-38).
B. God will fulfill his promise to David’s seed (55:4)

Just as God established David’s rule over Israel and also over the 
surrounding nations (particularly the Philistines), God will establish 
the rule of David’s greater Son. And God kept his oath in the resur-
rection of Christ who now reigns over all nations. “God has fulfilled 
this promise to our children in that He raised up Jesus…and as for 
the fact that He raised Him up from the dead, no more to return to 
decay, He has spoken in this way: ‘I will give you the holy and sure 
blessings of David” (Acts 13:33-34).
C. The benefits of the Davidic Covenant are offered to the whole 
nation (55:5)

Anyone who eats at this banquet will not only have the privilege 
of eternal life itself, but will also share in the Messiah’s reign. The 
glory which the Messiah has, he graciously shares with his people! 
We have an example of this with Peter in the New Testament. Al-
though he denied his Lord, following his resurrection Jesus fed his 
apostle a meal by the sea (John 21). But it was not just a meal. Jesus 
also made him a pastor and ordained him to share in his reign. This 
is what eating this meal does for you, too: you become a king, which 
is what you were originally designed to be.

And in the New Covenant a wonderful change occurs. In Da-
vid’s time, the king’s rule over the Philistines was established by the 
sword, but when God exalts the Messiah, Isaiah says, God’s people 
will merely “call,” and a nation they know not will come “running.” 
Nations will not be coerced into the kingdom; they will come will-
ingly because of the glory the Messiah shares with his people. In 
John 4, the disciples went into a Samaritan town to buy food because 
they were hungry, while Jesus remained behind to talk with the Sa-
maritan woman. When they returned, Jesus said to them, “I have 
a feast you know nothing about.” They looked toward the village 
and they saw the whole town, a nation they did not know, running 
toward Jesus. We catch another glimpse of this in Acts 8:26-40 in the 
conversion by Philip of the Ethiopian eunuch (although in this case 
Philip is the one who is running!). This Ethiopian represented the 
first African nation to hear the gospel. Although Philip had never 
met this man, the Lord had already prepared the ground. All Philip 
had to do was ask (“call”) one question, and the highway was opened 

for this man to accept the Messiah. In the new age there is no coer-
cion, no marketing of the gospel to arouse people’s interest. On the 
contrary, “A nation which knows you not will run to you, because of 
the Lord your God.”

Our missionary in Paris, Dudley Weiner, wrote recently about 
a woman he ministered to. She was a troubled single mother, who 
began to dabble in the occult. Finding no answers, she painted a 
question mark on her forehead and left it there. One day she saw a 
man walking through a town outside Paris carrying a large wooden 
cross, and this caused new questions to come to her mind. She saw 
him again, two years later, standing outside a Christian bookstore 
in Paris. A few Christians who were in the store invited her to come 
to a meeting that evening. The speaker did not arrive in time, so 
Dudley had to give the talk. His message was “Change Your Master,” 
from Romans 6. As he concluded he asked, “Would anyone like to 
change masters tonight?” The woman raised her hand, and accepted 
Christ right there. She returned the following week, and this time 
the question mark on her forehead was replaced by a cross. When 
Dudley asked her why she had done this, she replied, “I don’t need to 
put the question mark there any longer, all my questions have been 
answered. And I no longer need to display my need for answers; 
but only display the answer itself…the cross! I put the cross on my 
forehead so other people will ask me why I have it there, and then 
I can tell them…I used to have so many questions in my heart; but 
now I have Jesus.”

Yes, God is preparing a feast, rich in quality, free of charge, and 
abundant in measure. This feast not only imparts eternal life to the 
soul, it allows us to share in the glory of the Messianic King who 
reigns over all the nations. No wonder Isaiah is astounded that any-
one would turn from this rich feast to feed on emptiness. Who can 
refuse such an offer of life?

IV. Implications of the feast
A. Come and eat in abundance

How can we continue to feast on the empty food of idolatry that 
destroys our soul, when God offers us in Christ a far richer banquet 
at no cost to ourselves? Why do we keep on refusing it? The only 
answer I can think of is our twisted pride which deceives us. Come 
to this feast which is rich beyond measure.
B. Invite others

Then, having eaten and been satisfied, how can we be silent 
around those who are thirsty and starving? Like Christ’s first dis-
ciples, let us be co-regents with him. Let us go out into the highways 
and byways and compel people to come in and eat with us. And be 
sure you share it as freely as you yourself received it. Set your table, 
and invite people.
C. Be expectant

Finally, you don’t have to market the gospel, you don’t have to 
come up with strategies to make it popular. Don’t water down this 
fine wine; don’t put preservatives in this rich bread. Do not adulter-
ate eternal life by seeking to make it more attractive. This feast is 
pure. God has already made people interested in the New Covenant. 
Just call, and they will come running. Amen.
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The Servant Songs from the book Isaiah were written to comfort 
the exiled Israelites during their Babylonian captivity (586 BC). They 
had lost everything they held dear—their temple, their land, their seed 
(they had been reduced to a remnant)—and they were held captive in 
idolatrous, materialistic Babylon. Most tragic of all, they had lost their 
relationship with God. They were feeling a deep sense of abandonment 
and loneliness as a result. Isaiah’s comforting words to them, however, 
declare that out of the ruins of the exile a restored kingdom would 
result—not from the dust up, as they might expect, but rather from 
heaven down. From it would come a Servant who would embody in 
his very being everything that Israel was originally intended to be. In 
fact, in Isaiah 49 this Servant is given the very title “Israel”: “This is 
My Servant Israel in whom I will show my glory.” So Isaiah writes 
these beautiful poetic pieces describing the work and ministry of this 
coming Servant who is none other than Jesus of Nazareth. In chapter 
53, the prophet details the cross and the resurrection of Jesus. Chapter 
54 resounds with a shout of joy as this Messianic King gives birth to a 
new age. And this new age is described in the terminology of the Old 
Covenant—a seed, a land, a city, a relationship—but in the new age 
everything is brand new in Christ, so new that a sense of transcendent 
joy ought to fill our being as we come to understand its implications.

Isaiah 55:1-5, which we looked at last week, describes a rare and pre-
cious, abundant feast given free of charge by God, to which he invited 
all of Israel and the Gentile nations. As we have seen, this feast was 
really the Garden of Eden restored—even down to the tree of life. 
What the Host was offering, of course, was eternal life itself. The feast 
to which he was calling the nations to eat their fill was incomparably 
better than the empty feasts of the world. And it was free of charge, 
unlike the expensive banqueting tables of the world which cost wages 
and silver, perhaps even life itself.

An obvious question arises at this point: Why would anyone refuse 
such an offer? As a young Christian, I thought the stumbling block was 
intellectual in nature. The cure, I felt, was for Christians to write books 
on apologetics to demolish these stumbling blocks to the banqueting 
table of the Lord. Something happened in my freshman year in college 
to change my mind, however. One evening, David Roper, our college 
pastor at that time, was leading an evangelistic meeting in one of the 
dorms. A young woman interrupted and said, “If your gospel is true, 
and Jesus is the only way to salvation, what about the people in Africa 
who have never heard of the gospel?” David graciously answered her 
question, and went on with his presentation of the gospel. But she 
interrupted again and asked the same question she had asked earlier. 
David looked at her, and with penetrating insight said, “Isn’t it a fact 
that the reason behind your refusal to believe the gospel has nothing 
to do with the natives in Africa, but rather because you don’t want to 
stop sleeping with your boyfriend?” “You’re right,” she replied, “that is 
the reason.” I was astonished!

As Jesus once said, “And this is the judgment, that the light is come 
into the world, and men loved the darkness rather than the light; for 
their deeds were evil. For everyone who does evil hates the light, and 
does not come to the light, lest his deeds should be exposed. But he 
who practices the truth comes to the light, that his deeds may be mani-
fested as having been wrought in God” (John 3:19-21). People refuse to 

come to the feast to which God had invited them, not because they 
have intellectual scruples with what God is offering, but because there 
is a moral problem in their lives. What is required before we can enjoy 
this rich banquet of eternal life, of course, is repentance, a turning 
from our old ways and a returning to the Lord. Isaiah 55:6-13, to which 
we now come, is a powerful exposition on the nature and basis of Bibli-
cal repentance.

This text is built around this term, repent (shuv), meaning, to turn, 
which is used three times in the text. First, we have its definition; sec-
ond, what motivates it; and third, what is the hope of repentance.

I. A definition of repentance: “Turn and return” 
(55:6-7)
A. Turning away from old habits and thoughts

Seek the Lord while He may be found;
Call upon Him while He is near.
Let the wicked forsake his way,
And the unrighteous man his thoughts;
And let him return to the Lord.

Many people have a faulty definition of repentance. They feel sorry 
for their actions not because of their sin, but merely because of the 
consequences they have brought on themselves. King Saul (the Clint 
Eastwood of the Old Testament) had this problem. He had been re-
buked by Samuel for failing to obey the Lord in his mission to destroy 
the Amalakites. Confronted with his sin, the king at first denied any 
wrongdoing. Then he admitted saving some of the spoils of battle. But 
he blamed the people for this, and said they were going to devote all of 
it to sacrifice. He finally admitted his sin, but he asked that still he be 
honored in the presence of the elders and the people. “I did obey the 
voice of the Lord, and went on the mission on which the Lord sent 
me, and have brought back Agag the king of Amalek…but the people 
took some of the spoil, sheep and oxen, the choicest of the things 
devoted to destruction, to sacrifice to the Lord your God at Gilgal…I 
have sinned…but please honor me now before the elders of my people 
and before Israel, and go back with me” (see 1 Sam 15:20-33). Saul was 
sorry for the consequences of his sin, not for the sin itself. Repentance, 
however, has nothing to do with wallowing in self-pity, or with the 
consequences of sinful actions.

The Hebrew word repent, which is used three times in our text, 
means literally, to turn 180 degrees. Thus, repentance is a complete 
turning away from one road, and turning back to God. It requires for-
saking old ways, followed by prayer and actively seeking God. The 
word “forsake (“Let the wicked man forsake his way”) is the same word 
used in Genesis 2 instructing man to “forsake” (literally abandon) his 
parents and cleave to his wife.

Last summer I led a men’s retreat at a church in Calgary. A brother 
there who used to fellowship with us (and who really came alive spiri-
tually at that time) invited me to come and take along with me some 
men I was discipling. He promised great times of adventure and spiri-
tual intimacy in the Canadian Rockies. How do you think he would 
have felt if we arrived in a caravan of TV-equipped motor homes, tow-
ing boats and dirt bike trailers, and all of us wearing Walkman radios? 
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In the same way, we cannot experience eternal life if we insist on bring-
ing all our baggage with us. Times of intimacy do not require any of 
these props.

The same principle applies in our relationship with the Lord. We 
cannot have intimacy with him and return to him if we are carrying 
baggage with us. That is not repentance. We must first abandon and 
leave our old ways of sin.
B. Returning back to the Lord

Positively, this is what we must do. We must “Seek the Lord…Call 
upon Him…return to the Lord” (55:6-7). This is modified by the two 
verbs “Seek the Lord,” and “Call upon Him.” “Seek” means, do some-
thing—start your feet moving toward the Lord, seek fellowship with 
other believers, attend where the Word is taught so you can hear from 
him. Then, “Call”—pray to God. Many people try to clean up their 
act, thinking that is repentance, but they never seek to restore their 
relationship with God through active prayer and an aggressive seeking 
of him. True repentance is impossible if we are still clinging to all the 
old baggage. I have been studying Psalm 119, the longest psalm in the 
Psalter (it has eight verses for each letter in the Hebrew alphabet), and 
I have been surprised to discover that the petitions of the psalmist are 
rather striking. They can be distilled down to two main requests: “Re-
vive me” (give me eternal life), and, “Teach (disciple) me.” You can do 
no better than the psalmist. Call out these things when you want God 
to be intimate with you, when you want to repent.

Repentance then is not mere sorrow, nor is it wallowing in self-pity. 
Repentance is an active abandonment of old ways of thinking and ac-
tions, followed by an aggressive pursuit of God through his word and 
prayer.

Some people, however, feel they have created so much destruction 
and rubble by their sin they think it is impossible to ever clear a path-
way to heaven to make the journey home. This was how the Israelites 
felt in Babylon. How could they ever go home? they wondered. It was 
way too far, and there were just too many obstacles in their path. Even 
if they succeeded in making it home, they fretted, how could they be 
sure God wanted them back? Hadn’t he abandoned them in the first 
place? How could they be sure now that God wanted them home? 
Isaiah’s goes on to give two motivations to repentance.

II. The motivations for repentance (55:6-7)
A. God’s accessibility (55:6)

Seek the LORD while He may be found;
Call upon Him while He is near.

The nation was thousands of miles away from Jerusalem, but God 
is not limited by that. The moment you acknowledge your guilt he 
comes right to your door and forgives you. There are no obstacles too 
great for him. Call upon him, then. He is near to you.

Of course, God was not always accessible to the nation. Once he left 
them to their lovers and idols, and he was not to be found. But that 
was only temporary thing, meant to cause them to repent. This is what 
Hosea wrote about,

They will go with their flocks and herds
To seek the Lord, but they will not find Him;
He has withdrawn from them.
They have dealt treacherously against the Lord…
For I will be like a lion to Ephraim,
And like a young lion to the house of Judah.
I, even I, will tear to pieces and go away,
I will carry away, and there will be none to deliver.
I will go away and return to My place
Until they acknowledge their guilt and seek My face;
In their affliction they will earnestly seek Me. (Hos 5:6-7a, 14-15)

In the age that follows the death and resurrection of the Servant, 
God will be easily accessible and near to those who will seek him. Israel 
(and the nations) must take advantage of this unique time period in 
history and repent. He won’t always be easily found, so enter through 
this window of opportunity. Call upon him in this hour.

In an amazing text in Deuteronomy, Moses predicted this captivity 
of the nation, “And the Lord will scatter you among the peoples, and 
you shall be left few in number among the nations, where the Lord 
shall drive you…But from there you will seek the Lord your God, and 
you will find Him if you search for Him with all your heart and all your 
soul. When you are in distress and all these things have come upon 
you, in the latter days, you will return to the Lord your God and listen 
to His voice” (Deut 4:27, 29-30).

God is accessible. He has come to Babylon, and he has come to you. 
All you have to do is acknowledge your guilt.

But would God truly forgive? Did he keep a list of wrongdoings 
committed by Israel? I used to keep a list of the things my big sister did 
whenever my parents were away. I couldn’t wait for them to return so 
I could get out my list and cause trouble for her. God is not like this. 
He does not keep a list.
B. God’s mercy (55:7)

Let the wicked forsake his way,
And the unrighteous man his thoughts.
And let him return to the Lord, and He will have compassion on 

him;
And to our God, for He will abundantly pardon.

The word translated “compassion” is the same Hebrew word used 
for “womb.” God has the same feelings for a sinner who repents as a 
nursing mother has for the child of her womb: she is moved to pity to 
help her helpless infant. In the same way, Isaiah says that the love and 
mercy of God should motivate us to repent. If the wicked and unrigh-
teous man will forsake his sinful attitudes and actions and run to God 
he will not find a condemning judge, but a loving Father who has been 
waiting for him. In the story of the prodigal son in the New Testament, 
the son bankrupts his father, wishes him dead, and spends his inheri-
tance on wild living. Finally he comes to his senses. The weight of his 
sin so fills his heart he composes a speech to share with his father when 
he repents. But he never gets to deliver his prepared text. Seeing his son 
on the horizon, the father pulls up his skirts (something men did not 
do in the Ancient Near East), and runs to his son, falling upon his neck 
and weeping with joy over his return. There is no penance to be done, 
but rather a party to attend as the father instructs the servant to kill the 
fatted calf for a celebration feast. This is how God thinks of everyone 
who has been away from him and who wants to return home. There is 
no penance, no list to go over, only a party to celebrate.

“Pardon” means unmerited forgiveness. This concept is so radical 
that it is never used in the Old Testament of the way men treat other 
men. Men are reluctant to forgive. They may claim to have done so, 
but they still keep account. But God through his Servant lifts up our 
sin, places it on the Servant, carries it away, buries it in the depths of 
the sea, and erases it, not only from his memory, but from ours as well. 
The only thing that can disqualify us from this gift is our own refusal 
to accept it.

If you doubt what I’m saying look to the story of Manassah. Ma-
nassah was the most wicked king in his history of Israel. He rebuilt all 
the high places which his father Hezekiah had torn down. He erected 
altars to Baal, made Asherah poles, worshipped the host of heaven, 
built altars to idols in the house of God, made sons pass through the 
fire, practiced witchcraft, and consulted mediums. But by far the worst 
thing he did was place the carved Asherah pole in the holy place of the 
temple. The Ancient Near Eastern view of their god was that he was an 
old man lacking energy and he needed to be stimulated through lust. 
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They sought to accomplish this by placing a carved image of a female 
front of him so as to stimulate him, and the result would be that rain 
would fall on their land. Manassah did this very thing in the holy 
place, declaring, in effect, that the God of Israel was just like all the 
other false gods of the land.

Beyond this, he led the nation to partake of child sacrifice to the 
god Molech. The Israelites placed their firstborn on the flaming altar 
to Molech and watched as they burned to death. This wicked king 
of Israel was an ancient Saddam Hussein. God judged him, and he 
was taken to Babylon in distress by the Assyrians. There Manassah 
humbled himself: “he entreated the Lord and humbled himself greatly 
before the God of his fathers. When he prayed to Him, He was moved 
by his entreaty and heard his supplication, and brought him again to 
Jerusalem to His kingdom. Then Manasseh knew that the Lord was 
God.” (2 Chr 33:12-13). Manassah repented. He removed all the high 
places and restored the house of God. Do you doubt that God abun-
dantly pardons? Then remember the story of Manassah.

What are the obstacles to repentance? There are none. Climb out of 
your pit and look up to heaven. All the obstacles have been cleared to 
make a smooth highway to heaven. The only encumbrance left is the 
boulder of pride which remains at the door of your own heart.

But, someone asks, Is this really the only way? Do I have to repent? 
Isn’t there another way to heaven? We find the answer to this question 
in the next section.

III. The necessity of repentance (55:8-9)
“For My thoughts are not your thoughts,
Neither are your ways, My ways,” declares the Lord.
“For as the heavens are higher than the earth,
So are My way higher than your ways,
And My thoughts than your thoughts.”

A. Man does not think like God

The holiness of God is so profound compared with the depravity of 
man that it is greater than the chasm between heaven and earth. How 
then can one possibly relate to God without first repenting of one’s 
wicked ways? It’s impossible. The chasm is too great. Jeremiah said, 
“The heart is more deceitful than all else, And is desperately sick; Who 
can understand it?” (Jer 17:9).

Man does not think or act like God. This word “thoughts” in the 
Hebrew Bible refers to the way the human mind thinks, weighs things, 
evaluates, makes rational assignments of place and rank. Once, the 
grief-stricken Hannah, distressed over her barrenness, was pouring out 
her heart before the Lord in the temple. She was so upset she could not 
talk, but was only moving her lips. Eli the priest came along. What did 
he think was going on? 1 Samuel tells us: “Eli thought she was drunk” 
(1 Sam 1:13). Our wicked hearts cannot make right evaluations. Tamar 
was the daughter-in-law of Judah. Seeing her in the street one day, her 
face covered, “Judah thought she was a harlot” (Gen 38:15). An incestu-
ous relationship was the result of Judah’s faulty evaluation. Job’s body 
was so deformed by sickness that his maidservants considered him “a 
stranger” (Job 19:15). Another wrong evaluation. Job was beloved of 
God. Proverbs instructs us, “Even a fool, when he keeps silent, is con-
sidered wise; When he closes his lips, he is considered prudent” (Prov 
17:28). All a fool has to do to be considered wise is keep his mouth 
shut. The Jews themselves had this evaluation of Lord of glory, “We 
esteemed his stricken”—smitten of God, in other words (Isa 53:4).

Man does not think like God. I learned this lesson on my first visit 
to Romania. I was sitting in the back of a covered truck with a number 
of very poor looking peasants, on our way to a week-long retreat. As 
I looked at them, listening to our translator, whose English was not 
good, I must say I was not very impressed. Yet these people were the 
spiritual sons and daughters of Traian Dorz, the great spiritual leader of 

their denomination. The translator turned out to be a spiritual giant. 
Now these brothers and sisters are taking our messages and translat-
ing them into Romanian for distribution in their newspaper to half a 
million people. So much for my evaluation. Man does not think like 
God.
B. Man does not act like God

Because man does not think like God, he therefore cannot act like 
God with his moral perfection or mysterious way of salvation. We see 
the two juxtaposed in stark contrast in the life of Joseph: “And as for 
you (Joseph’s brothers), you devised evil against me, but God devised it 
for good in order to bring about this present result, to preserve many 
people alive” (Gen 50:20).
C. The chasm between the two is infinite

This moral difference between man in his sinfulness and God in 
his complete holiness is so great that it is higher than the heavens are 
from the earth. If you need proof, just consider the offerings which the 
Israelites made to Molech. They thought that sacrificing their children 
in the fire was an act of worship which would be pleasing to God. But 
here is what God thought of this: “They built high places to Baal to 
burn their sons in the fire, a thing which I never commanded or spoke 
of, nor did it ever enter into my heart” (Jer 19:5). Even the infinitely 
wise and all-powerful God could not think of such a perversion. By 
the time of Jesus, the valley in which these things were practiced had 
become the garbage dump of Jerusalem, a place of constant burning. 
It had been renamed Gehenna, the word which Jesus used for hell all 
through the NT. The place of man’s misguided and evil worship had 
been renamed hell. This is what God thinks of modern day abortion. 
People have abortions to spare themselves the expense and stresses of 
child rearing, but God calls this hell on earth. This is how different are 
man’s ways from God’s.

Therefore, how can reconciliation be possible if man will not for-
sake his ways of thinking and his actions? Isaiah says it is impossible. 
How then can Christians neglect to have a daily quiet time? We need 
our minds cleansed daily. Does a mariner neglect to consult his com-
pass? If he does, he will stray off course. Likewise the Christian who 
neglects the Word of God. You might consider purchasing one of those 
one-year Bibles. Read and meditate on it daily. Hearing the Word will 
cleanse you. Then get a journal and write down the gentle rebukes 
which God brings to your spirit. Last week I noted 12 different occa-
sions when God gently rebuked me. I got two more following the first 
service this morning! Let us therefore immerse ourselves in the Scrip-
tures so that we may hear his voice morning by morning.

Having explained the definition, motivation, and necessity of re-
pentance, Isaiah now concludes with the hope of repentance.

IV. The hope of repentance: God’s omnipotent word 
(55:10-13)

What hope do we have that things will really be different this time? 
We want to be different—we have repented—and we want life to be 
different. Man need not be left in despair because of this great moral 
divide between himself and God. Isaiah tells the good news that God 
is ready to bring about a whole new creation by the power of his word, 
not the faltering efforts of men. God’s new creative work (which we 
have already seen is based on the work of the Servant) will actually give 
man a new heart so he can dwell in God’s holy presence. And God will 
ultimately remove the curse from the existing creation.

Isaiah first describes the power of God’s word, using the metaphor 
of rain (50:10-11), and then he explains its reality (50:12-13). If we will 
but return to the Lord, the Lord will send his word to us and, like the 
rain which does not return without making the earth fertile, so it will 
not return to him without accomplishing his purposes of leading his 
people out of bondage into a new exodus and a new creation.

An Invitation to Repent



A. Described in metaphor: It is like the rain (55:10-11a)

“For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven,
And do not return there without watering the earth,
And making it bear and sprout,
And furnishing seed to the sower
And bread to the eater;
So shall My word be which goes forth from My mouth;
It shall not return to Me empty,”

In February, we had government committees meeting all over Cali-
fornia discussing how to allocate our meager water resources. Then the 
heavens opened in March. Once more we learned that we are helpless 
to make the land fertile. The rain must do that for us. The rain de-
scends from heaven by God’s command and does not return without 
accomplishing its purposes; it makes the creation fertile. As it waters 
the earth it makes the land fertile, causing it to bear much fruit. And 
it satisfies the creature. The result is an abundance of food that brings 
life and satisfaction to the creature, and the potential of a new crop for 
future generations.

Isaiah says that the word of God is like the rain: “It shall not return 
to Me empty.”
B. Described in reality: It is greater than the rain (55:11-13)

“So shall My word be which goes forth from My mouth;
It shall not return to Me empty,
Without accomplishing what I desire,
And without succeeding in the matter for which I sent it.
For you shall go out with joy,
And be led forth with peace;
The mountains and the hills will break forth into shouts of joy 

before you,
And all the trees of the field will clap their hands.
Instead of the thornbush the cypress will come up;
And instead of the nettle the myrtle will come up;
And it will be a memorial to the Lord,
For an everlasting sign which will not be cut off.”

The word of God comes from his mouth in the heavens and, like 
the rain, it shall not return to him without doing all for which he sent 
it.

Notice the intensification in each line to describe the power of God’s 
word: 1) It shall not return empty; 2) without accomplishing what God 
desires; and 3) without succeeding (the same word for the Servant, who 
would succeed or prosper, 52:13) in the matter for which God sent it.

And what will God’s word do? The implication is that this will give 
us absolute confidence that the word of God can change the wicked 
hearts of men into fertile gardens that bear abundant fruit. The dry 
soul which formerly could not respond to God will be changed into a 
new heart, and eternal life will come pouring in.

When this new creation is complete we will be led out of our pres-
ent exile on earth (which Peter describes as living in Babylon, 1 Pet 5:13) 
with great joy and peace (unlike the first Exodus when Israel was led 
out only to be chased by an Egyptian army).

Not only will God’s word create a new humanity, but this new 
humanity will dwell in a whole new created order with the curse of 
Genesis 3 completely removed. Rather than leaving and going into an 
empty wilderness (like the Israelites in the first exodus), God’s word 
will create a whole new order. This is why the apostle Paul writes in Ro-
mans 8, “For the anxious longing of the creation waits eagerly for the 
revealing of the sons of God. For the creation was subjected to futility, 
not of its own will, but because of Him who subjected it, in hope that 

the creation itself also will be set free from its slavery to corruption into 
the freedom of the glory of the children of God” (Rom 8:19-21). Under 
the curse, in this generation man was created from the dust, to work in 
toil and pain, only to return to the dust. But if he returns to the Lord, 
God will send his word from heaven to water his life and return him to 
heaven. “And there shall no longer be any curse; and the throne of God 
and of the Lamb shall be in it, and His bondservants shall serve Him; 
and they shall see His face, and His name shall be on their foreheads. 
And there shall no longer be any night; and they shall not have need of 
the light of lamp not the light of the sun, because the Lord God shall 
illumine them; and they shall reign forever and ever” (Rev 21:3-5).

How eager we ought to be to repent! God has arranged it so that 
nothing ought to stand in our way. Every obstacle has been removed. If 
we come, we will find compassion, forgiveness, and the power of God’s 
word to cleanse us and give us a new heart to obey. And then on that 
great day we shall be freed from our exile once and for all to enter into 
the new heavens and the new earth.

Isaac Watts has well captured the yearning of my own heart to enter 
into the new life that true repentance offers. May this be our legacy 
too.

We are a Garden wall’d around,
Chosen and made peculiar Ground;
A little Spot inclos’d by Grace
Out of the World’s wide Wilderness.
Like Trees of Myrrh and Spice we stand,
Planted by God the Father’s Hand;
And all his Springs in Zion flow,
To make the young Plantation grow.
Awake, O heavenly Wind, and come,
Blow on this garden of Perfume;
Spirit Divine, descend and breathe
A gracious Gale on Plants beneath.
Make our best Spices flow abroad
To entertain our Saviour-God:
And faith, and Love, and Joy appear,
And every Grace be active here.
Let my Beloved come, and taste
His pleasant Fruits at his own Feast.
I come, my Spouse, I come, he cries,
With Love and Pleasure in His Eyes.
Out Lord into his Garden comes,
Well pleas’d to smell our poor Perfumes,
And calls us to a Feast divine,
Sweeter than honey, Milk, or Wine.
Eat of the Tree of Life, my Friends,
The Blessings that my Father sends;
Your Taste shall all my Dainties prove,
And drink abundance of my Love.
Jesus, we will frequent thy Board,
And sing the Bounties of our Lord:
But the rich Food on which we live
Demands more Praise than Tongues can give.
Isaac Watts (1674-1748)
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