
Sunday 16th. August 2020 
Isaiah 6 – Isaiah. Calling and Commission 

 
Isaiah chapter 6 introduces the next portion of Isaiah which runs from chapter 6 to 
chapter 12. The first five chapters have laid out the scope and the subject of the book, 
and now these next chapters begin to unfold the dealings of God with His wayward and 
rebellious people. A sentence from the author Alec Motyer sums up the point we have 
reached at the end of chapter 5. 
 

‘Isaiah has now established the backdrop against which he worked as a prophet. The 
people to whom he was sent were the heirs of great promises but appear to have 

forfeited them. By the end of his prefatory chapters, darkness has closed in upon them. 
Grace has been exhausted; nothing but judgment lies ahead.’ 

 
Before we move into chapter 6 a comment needs to be made. How have we responded 
to these first 5 chapters? Do they seem harsh? Do they seem over severe? Do they 
offend us with their pictures of overthrow, wrath and the comparisons with Sodom and 
Gomorrah? If we think this way, then we are following in the same footsteps as the 
people of that day who rejected the words of Isaiah and so actually rejected the word of 
the Lord. It is very easy for us to think that other peoples and other nations deserve 
judgment, but not us. It is very easy to see personal and world events as just 
happenstances and not attribute them to the permissive or direct will of God. It is a 
terrible thing to realise that our generation and our nation is as corrupt as any other, that 
our democracy is not as great as we think it is! 
 
If this does not sit comfortably with us, then this is exactly how the people in Isaiah’s 
day thought and felt. The people were not willing to accept the strong words of Isaiah, 
and you can almost imagine the elite and comfortably off people discussing these 
matters at their dinner parties and laughing at this nutcase Isaiah who was full of 
conspiracy theories and has obviously got some mental problems! What confuses us is 
that when judgment falls, it also seems to fall on the just and the unjust alike, and we do 
not think that God would do that. However, good and ill comes from the hand of God. It 
is because we have such slight knowledge of Him and His ways that we think that He is 
a tame God who acts towards us as an indulgent maiden aunt, and not as the Holy 
One. As the old Puritans said so often, none of us deserve anything but wrath from 
God. Because we are unholy, we do not see sin as deserving death and so get 
offended with God if He does not seem to know our rules! 
 
It is when we come to chapter 6 and Isaiah’s encounter with the Holy One of Israel, God 
unveiled, that we begin to see that the issues we pass over as small matters are of 
infinite importance because of the nature of the God we are all accountable to.  
 
I should apologise before going any further. The words of chapter 6 should be read 
quietly and with deep reverence. I believe that it is beyond my ability or indeed anyone’s 
ability to handle this material adequately. We would need to have been there, but more, 
we would need to have stood in Isaiah’s shoes to grasp the momentousness of what 



happened to him in those moments or hours that he stood in the very presence of the 
holiness of God. We have other examples of men having unmediated encounters with 
God. Moses took off his shoes because the very ground he was standing on was holy 
ground by reason of the presence of the Holy God. Daniel swooned and fell as dead 
before the sight of the angel. John was caught up in the Spirit on Patmos and when he 
turned to see who was speaking to him, he fell at his feet as dead. In post Biblical 
history we have accounts, usually of few words, but the words used show that there was 
much more happening than the author was able to express. John Wesley and his fellow 
members at the gathering shouted praises to God when he felt his heart ‘strangely 
warmed.’ Moody tells of such a great infilling of the Holy Spirit that he gasped a prayer 
that God would cease the encounter as he was about to expire. Jonathan Edwards tells 
of a cold day when he had been out riding. He recounts that when he dismounted to 
pray, he was so filled with desires and longings for God that when he came to himself 
some time later he was soaked with sweat such had been the energy of his prayer, 
even though the day was cool. Sarah Edwards during a period of revival was so moved 
on the mention of the very name Jesus, that she went into a sort of faint so overcome 
by the ‘nearness and dearness’ of Christ. There is an old book called ‘The Scots 
Worthies’. This book is an account of many Scottish Christians and some of their 
encounters with God in revival and troubled days. These are canny Scots, not excitable 
rabble. It makes interesting reading!   
 
Dramatic experiences are not necessary for us to be Christians, but I have always 
maintained that they can happen. Put it this way, if God created the cosmos and the 
heavens by His word, what do we think might happen to someone if this mighty God 
were to gently touch them with his hand? Perhaps like Isaiah and John and the others, 
we would be undone! I cannot do justice to this passage. It is perhaps better to weep 
and laugh and lie on our faces as we ponder it, but for now, all I have is a few words. 
We are about to eavesdrop on holy ground. 
 
Chapter 6 The time of the event. The year that King Uzziah died. 
 
Uzziah had ruled for 52 years, and his reign was one of prosperity and security. This 
continued up to his last years when the threat of Assyria appeared on the horizon. 
However, 2 Chronicles 26 tells us that while all looked prosperous on the surface, things 
were going wrong at the head of the nation. Where the head goes, the people go, so a 
canker was at work in the nation. This is why Paul in the book of Timothy chapter 2 tells 
us to pray for kings and all those in authority. Uzziah became proud and entered the 
temple to burn incense, an act that was forbidden for any other than the priests to do. 
God judged him for this and he was smitten with leprosy. Having aspired to be a priest 
as well as a king, he was doomed to live outside of the royal palace and confined as a 
leper to a house. His son acted as regent in his absence. In aspiring to be a priest, and 
not content to be a king alone, he lost both what he had and what, in pride, he aspired 
to. 
 
This reference to Uzziah is not just to give us a date of about 745 BC, but is a fitting 
transition from the first 5 chapters to the next portion. As king Uzziah was a leper, and 



so excluded from temple and throne room, so Israel was sick beyond natural recovery, 
excluded from God’s presence, and had become public spectacle.  
 
It was in this year where the king died that Isaiah had this life changing encounter and 
commissioning from God. Isaiah had a vision of God. Whether it was an open eyed 
vision, where He saw as being present in that company, or whether it was a vision that 
caught him up into a spiritual state of seeing we are not told. It doesn’t matter because 
either way even he would not be able to tell! Paul in 2 Corinthians 12 tells of his 
experience of being caught up to heaven. He says that he does not know if it was in the 
body or not, either way it didn’t matter because it had a life changing effect on him. One 
of the consequences of Paul’s vision was that he was given a thorn in the flesh, the 
purpose of which was to keep him humble after the astonishing things he had heard in 
the heavenly places. In like fashion, Isaiah was never the same again by reason of what 
he encountered in his vision, his seeing of normally unseen spiritual realities.   
 
Isaiah saw the Lord, seated on a throne, the prerogative of a King. It was not an 
ordinary throne, it was high and lifted up, so denoting the highness and dignity of this 
King. In Holyrood chapel, the pulpit is elevated, not to elevate the minister, but to lift up 
the Scriptures, the word of God. The pulpit also serves a practical use as to visibility and 
hearing, but its first use is to signify the importance and the nature of the word of God. 
 
As this was no ordinary throne or ordinary occupant of the throne, Isaiah saw that the 
robe of the Lord filled His temple. The robe signified the glory of the Lord, and it filled, 
and is to fill, the temple. 
 
To go back to a key issue for us in these days, just as the Lord filled the temple in 
fullness and in every way, so God is meant to fill the Church today, and His presence in 
glory is meant to attend all our congregations on a Sunday. I hope you are not getting 
weary of me quoting these lines of a Wesley hymn, 
 

‘The presence Divine, doth inwardly shine, 
The Shekinah shall rest on all our assemblies 

And glow in our breasts. 
By day and by night, 

The pillar of light 
Our steps shall attend 

And convoy us safe to our prosperous end.’ 
 

This is how church is meant to be but so often is not. This glory comes in different 
degrees and in different ways. There is the glory of God manifest where like Sarah 
Edwards, the presence of God floods in at even the mention of Christ’s name and we 
are like Isaiah, Daniel and John undone and we fall, as it were, at God’s feet. The other 
way is where the presence of God is perceived by faith and we perceive God to be 
near. Often this is not as dramatic in its effect, but still it is wonderful. Sadly, and so 
often today, many Church goers file in and file out of church services and often can’t 
even remember a word said or payed or even what songs were sung. Worse still, some 



can only remember that they didn’t like this or that, but rarely is the talk of having an 
encounter with God. I do not believe that this is how things should be. The fault lies with 
us. I wonder, how many of us come to church with our hearts prepared? I wonder how 
many of us come prayed up and ready to worship and bow down whether the music is 
old or new, or even if there is any music? 
 
The throne which Isaiah saw was high and lifted up, but what or who lifted it up? It was 
not the creatures, but it was God Himself that is so elevated in His holiness, that the 
throne was lifted up by His being on it! God Himself is His own glory. Nothing and no-
one gives Him glory for all the glory is His and His alone. In a few words, Isaiah has said 
a lot about God. It gives us knowledge which we can chew on and by God’s grace, He 
can give us a taste of this glory. 
 
The Lord is attended by seraphs. These are pure spirit beings, perfect creations of 
immense potency and beauty, appointed to serve God and to wait upon Him. These 
have six wings. With two they cover their faces because even to pure created spirit, 
God is too holy to gaze on. With two they cover their feet as an expression of humility 
and with two they fly, ready to respond to God’s commands. If pure spirits veil their 
faces before the holiness of the Lord, no wonder Isaiah was undone! 
 
The creatures are calling to each other, 
 

‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty; 
The whole earth is full of his glory.’ 

 
We sing the hymn, ‘Holy, holy, holy,’ and we speak about the holiness of God and this is 
good. However, we need to have greater understanding of the holiness of God. Why do 
the seraphs cry holy, holy, holy? Would one ‘holy’ not do? Well no, it wouldn’t! Do you 
remember that Jesus sometimes marked the start of something He said with a ‘verily, 
verily, I say unto you?’ This was a device of speech that was the same as us saying, 
‘listen carefully, are you listening to me,’ and then saying what is important for our 
listeners to hear. When the seraphs cry ‘Holy, holy, holy,’ they are underlining the 
absolute and perfection of the Lord’s holiness. The Lord is not just the holy One, but He 
is the Lord who is holy without measure or without any other with whom to compare 
Him. In the Bible holiness is often associated and depicted by the symbol of fire. There 
was the burning bush, the pillar of fire and so on, even the fire that was on the mountain 
when God came down to give the Law to Moses. The fire of God is pure flame, no 
smoke, no ash, no impurity, but pure flame and heat. This is what confronted Isaiah, 
pure holiness in its perfect degree.   
 
Verse 5. 
This tells us what happens to someone who is exposed to God. The effect of being 
confronted with the holiness of the Lord is that it is almost like having an X-ray which 
instead of revealing bones, reveals our otherness from God and our sin. We are 
exposed as naked creatures, not only this but creatures which are vile and full of sin, 
even though our neighbours and friends would count us as good people! Isaiah is 



exposed in all his failings and impurities and sees himself as dry tinder exposed to 
incandescent fire. He anticipates being burned up in the fire of God’s holiness. No 
wonder he sees himself as ruined! Isaiah cries out that he is a man of unclean lips, and 
that he lives amongst people of like nature.  
 
Even at best, Isaiah is exposed as not only having his own unclean lips, but he is also 
mired by the unclean speech of those in whose presence he lives. If we live in the 
gutter, we will soon learn the gutter urchin’s games. We often underestimate the 
influence those around us have on us. It is easy, even for the sake of peace, to adopt 
the opinions of the world. The church is meant to be in the world but not of it. The 
church today tries so often to compete with the world and outdo it in its affairs. This is 
not how it should be, the church is to be salt and light in the midst of a crooked and 
corrupt generation. It is meant to be different from the world and true to God even if it 
costs us dearly in this life.  
 
In verse six, a seraph takes a burning coal from the altar and comes to touch Isaiah’s 
lips. He had cried out because his lips were unclean, so is this the coal of judgment 
coming upon him? Yes and no. Fire is judging, but it is also cleansing. Is there the 
anticipation of the Cross of Christ here? Perhaps. Jesus took the sting of death, the 
judgment for sin, for those of us with unclean lips, and so, as it were, He took the burn, 
leaving the cleansing power of the flame to cleanse us. 
 
Isaiah anticipated judgment on himself, but what he receives is atonement and 
cleansing, and then when cleansed, a call.  
 
Verse 8 and forward records Isaiah’s call to a very strange and ultimately costly service. 
God was calling for a servant, a messenger who would go to His people on His behalf 
and say to them what God said. Having been atoned for and having guilt taken away 
from Him, Isaiah responds and offers himself to be the Lord’s ambassador to God’s 
people.   
 
The commission of Isaiah is given in verses 9 – 10. These words are taken up in the 
New Testament by Jesus when He explains the purpose of the Parables. The mission 
and message of Isaiah is like a belt and braces ministry. God has already decided to put 
an end to the rebellion and waywardness of His people, but even though for now, grace 
has come to an end, God was testing the people for a little longer. It was as if He was 
leaving the door open for a little longer before slamming it shut. This was the purpose of 
chapter 5 where the song of the vineyard is recorded. The telling point of this song is 
the question the Lord asks the people to answer. ‘What more could I do for my 
vineyard?’ The answer was of course, there was nothing more the Lord could do for His 
useless vineyard, all possibilities have been tried, all that could be done has been done. 
Now the only prospect for the vineyard and the people is ruin and destruction.  
 
Isaiah is being given the commission to speak God’s message to the people even 
though they will not understand it and even though not seeing it they will be further 
hardened of heart and reject the word still. 



 
This is the dreadful dilemma of the prophet and preacher. The only thing that can 
awaking a people to God is the declaration of His truth, if the truth is rejected, it hardens 
the hearts of the people. The offer of grace, if refused, becomes a further indictment 
added to the list of the people’s sins. Paul explains this in Romans 2.5 where he 
explains that grace refused is but a storing up of future wrath. Isaiah has the unenviable 
mission of declaring God’s word fearlessly to a rebellious disobedient people, the effect 
of which is to compound their sin and further harden them in their evil ways. However, if 
the word of God is not declared to them, then there is no possibility of any responding 
and becoming part of the remnant that God will preserve to be the seed of His ongoing 
purposes. 
 
This dilemma has been the same in every generation. The word of God spoken 
accurately and fearlessly no matter how unpopular this is with the elite and the movers 
and shakers in the land will, and has always had, the same effect. To some the word is 
a fragrant smell of life, to others it is a stink! 2 Corinthians 2.16. 
 

‘To the one we are the smell of death; to the other we are, the fragrance of life.’ 
 

This was to be Isaiah’s life, declaring the oracles of God but seeing not a revival, not a 
great ingathering of people, but a hardening and a rejection of him and the Lord. The 
word proclaimed will either save us or confirm us on the path of perdition, there are no 
other alternatives. However, even here, there is one last drop of mercy from God. Even 
when the people have slammed the door closed on God, He still lingers a moment 
offering to come in. However, when the door remains shut, and all in the house grows 
silent, then God turns away and judgments are unleashed. 
 
Here is a thought that I will need to think about more. Is the decline of the Church in the 
UK such as in the time of Isaiah? There is good preaching out there, and the message 
of grace is available. It interests me that some of the books being reprinted after many 
decades of being unavailable are of real reformed, evangelical and practical faith. Is this 
a preparation for a future generation who will return to root and branch faith, or is it the 
lingering offer of Christ before He extinguishes many of our congregations and 
denominations? Perhaps it is both? 
 
When I began preaching at the age of 16, I was full of youthful hope. I was part of a 
group of praying youth who, perhaps like all youth, thought that we would change the 
world. I have since learned in part that God desires to change us first, and then we may 
leave a mark, be it ever so faint on the world. I expected preaching to get easier as I 
grew in knowledge and age. It is easy to talk, but it is harder to preach. This is so, 
because the preacher has first to preach to himself before he can preach to a people. I 
have often asked God how long it will be before He comes down, as it were, and sort 
things out in the Church in purging and refreshing, in visitation and revival. 
 
Isaiah asked this sort of question in verse 11. It is as if he is asking how long will he 
speak God’s word only to see it rejected and the people hardened in their sins. I 



wonder, did he expect an answer along the lines of there being a period of time. Did he 
hope that God would say to him that this sad condition would last for a year or a little 
more and then the rebuilding and restoration would begin? 
 
God gives him a very different answer, one that is hard to bear. Verse 11b to the end of 
the chapter paints a sad and bitter picture. Having refused the last traces of grace, the 
hearing but not understanding, the seeing with blind eyes would continue until the land 
was reduced to a battle field, and the people were carried away to exile. In my mind’s 
eye, the trees in verse 13 being reduced to stumps sounds like pictures we see of the 
front lines of WW1 where everything is leveled and destroyed. The trees are shattered 
and the only life to be seen are the vermin feasting on the bodies of the slain. However, 
today, these same shell shocked fields wave with corn and poppies and are fertile and 
verdant. However for now, Isaiah is told that he must continue to declare God’s word as 
an ambassador until this utter ruin and devastation overtakes the land. 
 
How long will it be before Scotland, England, Wales and Ireland, North and South are 
revived, or have we still more shaking and forsaking to come v12? However, even in 
this picture of utter devastation to come, there is a glimmer of hope that is more fully 
spoken of in coming chapters, and then fully unveiled in chapters 40-66.   
 
What lessons and warnings can we then take from this chapter and from Isaiah’s 
experience? 
 
Firstly, the message of this chapter is of the uncompromising and unapproachable glory 
and holiness of God. God is not a tame God, an absentee God. The delay between us 
sinning and His judgments falling is not because He is absent, disinterested, impotent or 
senile, but because, and only because of God’s grace. He gives us time and the means 
to be pulled out of the mire. The word of grace thrown as a rescue rope will either pull 
us out of the mire, and a remnant do this, or the same rope thrown out to save us, if not 
heeded will become a rope to hang us! The word declared, preached, proclaimed will 
either save us, or confirm us in our ways of sin.  
 
Secondly as to the holiness of God. It is revealed to us to humble us and prepare us for 
atonement and the removal of guilt. However it is still a terrible and awesome thing to 
fall into the hands of the Almighty God. This should cause us to seek and develop great 
reverence to His Majesty. Sometimes people say in a joking way if I would have a word 
with the man upstairs. This is usually a reference to a desire for a good sunny day for 
the gala or a wedding or something like that. I think it is meant in a humorous way. 
However, this is not an appropriate way to speak to Majesty, is it? The holiness of God 
is not a thing to treat lightly, it is something to love and be in great awe of. To speak 
lightly of God’s holiness is to evidence scanty knowledge of the Holy One. I don’t think 
that anyone when confronted with a charging lion would hold out a hand and say ‘nice 
pussy cat.’ Only an idiot would do that. However, when we disregard the word of God, 
the promises and conditions, its prohibitions and commands, we are as foolish as the 
man who does not fear the rampant lion. 
 



Thirdly, while we cannot either precipitate or manufacture an encounter with God, nor 
can we earn an encounter of God by faith, we should anticipate them and not be 
surprised when such personal encounters between ourselves and God happen. These 
are not foundational for faith, but are in themselves special manifestations of grace 
granted by God’s own choice to whom and when He decides.   
 
Fourthly. Even when grace is expended, when there is nothing more to be done with a 
people that is never the end. A generation and generations of people may disregard 
God, but because of God’s own nature and because He is a God who says what He 
means and keeps what He promises, there is always hope, even if it is on the other side 
of severe judgment and justice. Verse 13 tells us of a stump left in this scene of utter 
overthrow and blitzkrieg. There is life in this stump and from it God will raise up for 
Himself a godly remnant. Israel will be reborn, will regrow but not as before. There will 
be both continuity and newness. All of this will come about by God’s action and by the 
giving of His king. This begins to be unfolded chapters 7 -12, and even as the judgment 
begins to rise against the nation.  
 
Fifthly, we need to consider that it is only God’s love and grace that stands between us 
and deserved utter destruction. God is so holy that even one part of impurity in a trillion- 
trillion, is odious to His person. We need to consider God’s holiness before we bring 
hard words against Him when events happen in the world that go against our perception 
of fairness or right or justice. We need to speak less about our self-proclaimed human 
rights, and think more about God’s commands. 
 
Lastly, we should think about what our response should be to God’s word. Very simply, I 
would propose that we are living in days which call the believing church to seek deep 
repentance before God. All manner of ills and tragedies and cruelties are abroad in the 
earth. Such have been present in many past generations, sometimes worse than today. 
However, we never seem to learn from the previous generations and ills return and 
repeat without end it would seem. However in many past generations, the Christians 
have humbled themselves and repented before God and He has lifted the sentence, His 
hand of correction and has replaced it with a hand of comfort and restoration.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
 
  

 
   


