
Sunday 2nd August 2020 
Isaiah 2-4 

What could have been and what will be. 
 

I am taking us through Isaiah because the Scriptures speak to their own day and also to 
every day. The Bible is the Word of God, so why do we not consult the wisdom of the 
Creator and Sustainer of the universe more often and take it seriously? The answer that 
Scripture gives is found in Psalm 2 where the kings and peoples of the earth desire to 
de-throne God and exalt themselves to be little kings! I mentioned last week the 
repeated refrain in the Book of Judges that ‘everyone did what was right in their own 
eyes,’ and that this is the attitude of pride and rebellion that Isaiah has exposed in 
chapter 1 and expands on in chapters 2-4. The root of all this is the corrupt and sinful 
heart of mankind, and the continual message of Scripture is that this heart can only be 
changed by the might, power and grace of God as made available through the death, 
and resurrection of Christ. Not only is this so, but the purpose and desire of God is to 
redeem people from the dominion of sin which drags mankind down to eternal death.  
 
People today are expressing hopes that the pandemic will give rise to a more 
sympathetic and just society. It will not do this, it cannot do this, unless we are changed 
at the root of our beings by new birth and a new heart. I see nothing in history, long past 
or present that gives any hope for real change. Changes have happened when God has 
revived the Church and has poured out His Spirit to save multitudes. It is this that has 
brought change. It was salvation that made John Newton, a slave trader, into the new 
person he became. He never did cease to mourn his days in which he traded slaves. He 
regarded his former life as very wicked, and he never got over the ‘amazing grace… 
that changed a wretch like me.’ As Christians, we need to nail our colours to the mast. 
That is why I spoke recently about the importance of restoring and regaining confidence 
in the surety and certainty of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. This is the medicine, the 
vaccine that is the only cure for the virus of sin which will not only take our lives, but our 
lives for all eternity.  
 
The Book of Isaiah is so relevant for us today because it speaks directly to a nation 
which had prospered, but which had forgotten its roots and was looking for its future in 
all the wrong places. Proverbs 14.34 tells us this.  
 

‘Righteousness exalts a nation,  
but sin is a disgrace to any people.’ 

 
I suspect that we will not find this in most political party’s manifestoes, of any nation, not 
just the UK. God’s ways are very different from ours, and Isaiah lays out again and 
again how we err when we think that God is a Tory or a Socialist, black, white, old, 
young, northern hemisphere or southern hemisphere. God is not disinterested in any of 
these, however, He is above them to a degree that we cannot imagine. Our thoughts 
are too small and limited to this earthly life. God takes in the view from eternity to 
eternity in one glance.  
 



Judgment. 
 I want to say something about this again. I gave the perspective in which I use this 
word last week, but I want us to be clear as to the way this is used in Scripture and the 
way I am using it. The Bible is clear, and Jesus Himself refers to this, that there is a final 
judgment to come. This is the time that God will bring all things to an end and there will 
be the great Day, a terrible Day for unbelievers, but for those who believe, the final Day 
will be the consummation of all the promises and hopes we have been given by God. 
 
However, the sense in which Isaiah speaks of Judgment includes the final Day, but 
mostly, he interprets the events of his day as temporal judgments. These are 
interventions by God to stop the people in mid-flight and to tear down the erroneous 
ways of life and bring the people back to their true calling. In Isaiah we have in chapter 
1 God’s diagnosis of the state of Judah and Jerusalem.  They are rebels (v5), and (v25) 
God will turn His hand against them and purge them in the refiner’s fire. Isaiah 
prophesised the coming of nations against Judah, and Jeremiah lived to witness it first-
hand.  
 
Judgment arises from the holiness and promises of God. We are told that we are to be 
holy because God is holy. If we divert from the path of growth in holiness, God will call 
and woo us back. If we do not heed this call, He will speak more forcefully, and if this is 
not heeded, the time will come when He will begin to withhold blessings from us and 
providences from us. If this does not arrest us in our prodigal pride, the day will come 
when He acts against us in ever increasing degrees of ferocity. He does this to get His 
people back into a correct relationship with Him, not because He delights in our misery. 
His judgment is corrective in order to redeem.  
 
We find many passages in Isaiah and elsewhere where God speaks and says that it is 
He who has called for a strong nation to come up against His people, and it is He who 
has caused them to fail in battle or for their economy to be ravished by droughts, locust 
plagues and famines. Where we go wrong is that we do not ask the ultimate question as 
to the source of our national and international troubles. We are content with an appeal 
to ‘natural’ forces and events, but do not see that divine power is in play at the root of 
personal and world events.  
 
That God is exercising His Sovereign prerogative to call peoples and nations to account 
is a radical message in our present day, but it is a Biblical message and one borne out 
by history. The Churches in Revelation which were warned to return to God and did not 
do so no longer exist. The Hebrew people, we are told in Deuteronomy 4.5-8, were to 
live as God’s people in such a way that they would be the envy of other nations, and a 
light to the Gentiles. The rest of chapter 4 tells them of the consequences of drifting 
from this high calling. Read this 4th chapter. In Isaiah there is an application of these 
principles and ways of God. Rebellion will give rise to God tearing the nation down by 
judgments, purging and smelting the people like gold and silver to remove their dross, 
and then restoring and rebuilding them anew. There is nothing that has changed this 
situation in our day. If anything, the New Testament makes it more serious if God’s 



people provoke Him, because we have even less excuse than those in the Old 
Testament. 
 
Isaiah Chapters 2-4. 
There are three movements in these chapters. Firstly there is the passage 2.1-5 which 
tells us of the way Jerusalem should have been. 2.4-4.1 is a further expansion of the 
case God has presented against His people in Chapter 1. 4.2-6 is a vision of Judah and 
Jerusalem after judgment, refining and restoration, what will yet be. God will have a 
people who are a delight to His eyes and a light to the Gentiles. 
 
Movement 1. 2.1-5. What should have been, what will be. 
 
This poem also is quoted in Micah 4.1-4. While the words look to the future, they also 
tell us the call of Israel. As shown in Deuteronomy 4, the nation of Israel was meant to 
be a Theocracy, a nation whose king was none other than God Himself. To me there 
are echoes of the Garden of Eden here.  Israel was meant to walk in the way of God’s 
commandments, providences and glory just as Adam was meant to walk with God in the 
cool of the day. The calling of Israel to this walk with God and the privileges of being 
light to the world screams of grace and kindness. God’s purpose was to make the 
nations jealous and so desire to come into covenant with Him. However Israel failed to 
look to God, but rather than being a leader of nations, they wanted to become like the 
nations. This was most fully expressed in the days of Samuel when they asked for a 
king to be appointed so that they would be just like other nations. I suppose that this is 
just like children who follow the bad behavior of their peers so as to ‘fit in.’ Israel was not 
meant to fit in, they were meant to stand out! The account of this is in 1 Samuel 8.1-9. In 
the New Testament, the church is called to be light and salt, a city set on a hill, a light 
not hidden so that men might see and give glory to God. The plan of God has not 
changed. Israel was to be His ambassador to evangelise the nations. Now the church is 
given this mandate.  Matthew 28.19. 
 

‘Therefore go and make disciples of all nations…’ 
 

The mandate has not changed, neither will God’s ways with us if we obey or disobey, if 
we are faithful, or if we rebel. This is the root explanation of our troubles and those of 
every generation. 
 
The language of mountains is all about the Sovereignty of God. In the ancient near east, 
the habitation of the gods was said to be on the mountains. Hence the establishment of 
the mountain of the Lord was the establishing of the Lord as the God of gods, the One, 
supreme God to whom all others are as nothing. The glory of the Lord would be so 
revealed that the other nations would stream to God’s mountain to pledge allegiance, 
enter into covenant with God and to be taught His laws. The result of this would be 
astonishing. God the Lord would be the Just Ruler of all and would settle disputes 
between nations such that the much lauded and noble cause of world disarmament 
would happen! It is interesting to read these verses the week that it was announced that 
Russia is ready to deploy supersonic Cruise Missiles to its military capacity. 



 
There have been periods of such a peace which were but a shadow of the fullness of 
this vision. The reigns of David and Solomon were such times. The Queen of Sheba 
came to visit Solomon because she had heard stories of the peace and wealth and 
wisdom of Solomon’s kingdom. When she came and saw and heard the wealth and 
wisdom of Solomon, she said that it surpassed even the greatest stories she had heard. 
The reign of Solomon was marked by peace and prosperity. However it all began to go 
seriously downhill because he loved many foreign woman whose pagan gods he began 
to worship, and so his heart was drawn away from the true and only God. To use the 
language of this passage, the mountain of the Lord began to diminish and shrink in the 
eyes of the other nations! We find all this in 1 Kings 11.1-6. Verses 9-13 tells us of the 
consequences of Solomon’s apostasy. The kingdom would be taken from his hands, but 
not all of it. Rebellion and sin is a serious matter, especially when it is found in the 
religious and national leaders, in fact in any leader at any level.  
 
Note the two phrases in Isaiah 2.3 and 2.5. The people of God must walk in the light of 
God if the nations are to come to walk in the ways of God. If the Israelites were not salt 
and light, if the church is not salt and light, then why would God cause anyone come to 
them? If all the visible institution of church has is an indistinct and smoky flame, or 
worse still, if such a church body is in darkness, what will God do to it, and what effect 
can such a body have? It is fit for nothing but to be spat out of God’s mouth. Just 
because a church denomination or congregation has been about for a long time, does 
not mean it will continue if it has lost its light and savor. I was interested to see an 
interview with the minister of Westminster Abbey this week. They depend on tourists to 
supply the money to maintain the buildings. With the lock down, I think they said there 
would be a shortfall of some 30 million pounds for the upkeep of such grand buildings. 
Can they survive, should they survive? What has tourism got to do with church anyway? 
 
Chapter 2.6-4.1 
This is a long section and is an expansion of the charge God has brought against His 
rebellious people in chapter 1. After the early verses of chapter 2 where we are shown 
what Israel should have been, we are now given a description of what Israel actually 
has become. It has become a nation which is utterly unpalatable to God, and which is 
beyond any possibility of Divine blessing. Here is the thing, a nation uncorrected and 
unchallenged has no reason or motivation to examine its way, and will just continue in 
the same deep rutted path of sinning into greater sin. The second half of Romans 
chapter 1 describes in horrendous detail the downward spiral of a person and people 
which are progressively being given up by God to their own devices. The worst of all 
judgments is to be given up by God to do whatever we wish. It is like a disease which 
does not cause symptoms or pain until it has become fatal. Pain is good, it tells us 
something is wrong, but Judah and Jerusalem had become unfeeling. They did not 
even catch on when the 10 Northern tribes were taken into captivity!  
 
Verses 2.6-21 outline the three main diseases the people were deeply infected with. 
They were not walking in the light of the Lord, and so v6-9 show us that God would not 
and could not bless the people. This is not because God’s does not love His creation 



and especially mankind, and especially the people He had chosen as His possession. It 
is because love will not continue endlessly to indulge the sinful way of the people. To 
bless them would be but to confirm them in their evil paths and see them go to utter 
ruin.  
 
Verses 6-8 tells us that they were conformed to the worldly ways about them rather than 
to the Law of God, they were seeking their security in things, military might and a strong 
economy. Thirdly, they had become worshipers of every tin pot god that came along! 
This was not what they were meant to be and do, and it affected them heart mind and 
body. Idolatry always leads to sexual sin. The downward spiral of Romans 1 is certain 
unless God steps in and we respond in deep repentance. 
 
Verses 9-21 tells us that because of these errors which are rebellion, judgment is 
inevitable. The wound has to be deep cleaned, the gangrenous limb has to be cut off, 
the impurities have to be purged out in the furnace. This is because the disease has 
gone past an easy cure, all previous offers of medication having been refused and 
ignored. It is of great significance that God at this stage does not have to act against His 
people directly, but only v11 make a display of His glory. Isaiah 6 will tell us more of 
what it is to be confronted with God unveiled as Christ was transfigured on the mount 
before His three disciples.  
 
We speak sometimes in a casual way as if the glory of God was a light matter. Glory 
means, ‘that which appears.’ Think of Moses response at the burning bush, Isaiah’s 
account in chapter 6 to his appearing before God, the response of Daniel when glory 
was displayed, or Saul when he was knocked off his donkey and was converted and 
renamed Paul. It is an awesome and fearful thing to stand before the glory of God. As 
Christians we need to learn to bow before God’s glory and not tell Him what to do or 
complain about His dealings with us. He is the Potter, we are the clay. The clay is to 
yield to the fingers that mold it, not squirm and resist! 
 
When God displays His glory as the Sovereign Lord of all creation, all our pride is 
humiliated. When the world has a pandemic let loose against it, what then is our military 
power, our economic power, the arrogant pride we have in our culture. The things we 
trust in, our idols cannot save us, and all this just by God demonstrating that we are 
dependent creatures and not masters of our own fates.  
 
Chapter 2 verse 22 acts as a connection between v6-21 and 2.23 to 4 verse1. Here is 
an indictment that surely all of us can understand. 
 

‘Stop trusting in man, Who has but a breath in his nostrils. 
Of what account is he?’ 

 
This is reminding us that each of our lives is only a breath, we come and we go, and 
new generations arise and pass which do not remember our pride and claims to 
significance and glory. We know of the ancient Egyptians, the Aztec’s, the Roman and 
Greek Empires, but mostly through snippets of writing and ruins. We speculate of how 



they built what they did, but they are past and gone. We think, as they did, that we are 
the modern ones, that there has never been a generation of such wisdom and 
knowledge and sophistication like ours. However, we like them, are heading for a grave, 
and all the stuff we have built and accumulated will be given to others or just decay and 
rot. Therefore the question posed by this verse is this – why trust in man who is doomed 
to die, when there is an ever-living God who calls us to live in His light and life?  
 
It is our spiritual blindness and our rebellious heart which cause us to put our hopes in 
man-made solutions, values and gods. How foolish and willful we are. How bound and 
blind we are in our own self-assured expertise, and this we see in the living of those in 
Jerusalem and Judah! We have lost the realization that we are contingent beings, all of 
life is a gift of God’s grace, and that unless we walk in His ways all we will do is 
squander our living as the Prodigal Son did. Then we will find ourselves in want and 
hunger and need just like him. This is where we are today.  
 
Chapter 3.1 to 4.1 gives us an account of social collapse. These verses focus on the 
quality and collapse of leadership national and religious, and the way that Jerusalem 
was so focused on ‘fashion,’ especially so amongst the woman. The men were not 
rebuked for their being consumed with fashion because they were being killed! Let me 
raise an unpleasant fact. There is an ever-increasing rise in the suicide of men, 
especially young men. This is a sign of the unhealthy state of men. This does not only 
apply to those who sadly take their own lives, but the state of men in general. Think also 
of the number of young men who have lost their lives in conflicts. 
 
I wonder how many of us realise that there is a crisis in leadership worldwide. Leaders 
have to put up with non-stop criticism, character assassination and disrespect. I am as 
guilty as many who proffer advice to our leaders, but never have to make the difficult 
choices and calls. This is why praying for leaders at all levels of society is of first 
importance 1 Timothy 2.1 and following. I think we are only entitled to have an opinion 
of our leaders if we are prepared to carry the burden for them in prayer, and in the fear 
of God. I still have much to learn about this. Pray for our leaders, or we will get the 
leadership a rebellious people deserve. Verse 3.6 gives a terrible picture of this. The 
people and society of Judah had descended so low that the qualification for being 
elected to office was that you had a cloak! Even children were brought into leadership!  
 
This is very popular today. I can remember as a teen I had strong ideas about ecology 
and pollution. Before I learned to drive, I determined that for every mile I drove, I would 
run or cycle the same number of miles. I really meant it, and did it until I had my first 
drive to Dublin and back. It was a round trip of about 220 miles, and that was the week I 
fell far behind in my cycling and running! Perhaps a noble ambition, but not sustainable! 
There were other causes I espoused which were doomed. A friend of mine was so 
impressed with slide rules – do you remember them, that he bought a whole bundle of 
them thinking that this was the pinnacle of technology. They weren’t, so he got into 
battery run calculators!  The point is that when we see people like these being elected 
and children being given prominent places, then this is a sign of trouble. It does not 
exclude the humble poor and certain chosen children coming to prominence. David, 



Samuel and some of the good kings were in positions early, but they grew into them as 
a result of growth in godliness. The shepherd became king, Joseph the dreamer 
became prominent in Egypt, but only after a rigorous training in God’s school. We need 
to be very mindful about who we vote for and who we accept as leaders. Elders are not 
meant to be new converts, because they need to spend time in God’s school before 
they are seasoned for the high office.  
 
The second part of these verses is a charge to the woman of fashion. There is nothing 
wrong with liking nice clothes and so on. However what Isaiah is getting at is this. The 
woman were as rebellious as the men. They were dolled up to the nines externally, but 
inside their souls were in rags and were filthy and smelly. They were on the inside what 
the lepers and beggars were on the outside, and that was not good.  
 
I suppose that we will come across such people or have come across such in our 
lifetimes. I am sure that we have also come across people who we think we have 
nothing in common with, but if we are fortunate to be pressed close to them we discover 
that they are the sweetest and loveliest people we have ever met. I have had the 
privilege of working for a short time in care work. One of the gentlemen I helped care for 
did not speak, had a high level of dependency, but it was a joy to work for him and enjoy 
his company. He never said a word to anyone all his life, but he taught me a lot. 
 
Isaiah exposes the lie of the ‘beautiful people.’  Many of them are not beautiful at all. It 
is all outward air brushing, show and smoke and mirrors. Inner beauty is what matters. 
Think of the rich man and Lazarus. Lazarus was covered in sores and a beggar, yet it 
was he who reclined in the bosom of Abraham when he died in poverty and disease. 
The rich man, even with all his rich clothing was assigned to the fire!  
 
The last movement of these chapters runs from Chapter 4.2-6. It is the vision, the 
promise of what Judah and Jerusalem will be in the end. It is a wonderful vision, a vision 
of God Himself being in the midst of His people to bless them, shade them from all harm 
and make them fruitful beyond measure. It is a vision worth pursuing and selling all to 
buy the field in which this treasure is found. This is the pearl of great worth. This is 
blessedness that is worth all the hardship and purging that comes to fit us for it. This is 
the state of health and wellbeing that makes all the pain of open heart surgery worth the 
days of unpleasantness.  Think of the sacrifices athletes make to reach the Olympics. 
They give up their social lives to rise early and train. They restrict their diets, some 
delay their careers, all for the hope of standing on a podium and getting a medal. Their 
records are soon broken, and most of them go on to live quieter lives. If people do all 
that for an olive crown that wilts and perishes, how much more should those of us who 
believe run the race to gain a crown that will never perish?  
 
Here is a very important massage. No matter how severe the wandering from God, no 
matter how devastating the consequences of faithlessness to God’s word and ways, He 
will not forget His plans and purposes and He will not have judgment as His last word. 
God’s last word is mercy, even if it is only a remnant who will receive the grace of this 
mercy. These verses depict the Phoenix rising from the fire of judgment and ruin, of a 



beautified Jerusalem rising from the refiner’s fire and from the discipline of Exile. Note 
verse 4.4. It is God who will cleanse the people by a spirit of judgment and fire. It is God 
at work in all that befell Jerusalem and Judah. He raised up nations and brought 
circumstances to bear to accomplish His plans and purposes, but it was God who was 
at the root of it all.  
 
This is so important to see. We must see the spiritual dynamics behind social, political, 
military and ecological events. These are the means that God uses to bring correction to 
us. People are speaking about these present days as an opportunity to press the reset 
button on our lives and that of our nation. The only reset button that will avail is the reset 
button that causes us to return to the Lord with all our hearts, souls, minds and strength. 
It is not enough to become religious. We saw in chapter 1 that religion that is about 
doing things, even religious things, is odious to God if our hearts are not in them.  
 
The requirements of reset are repentance and turning from our wicked ways, and Isaiah 
will have much to say to us about these things in future chapters. 
 
So, where have we got to so far? It is this. That the ways of God with a rebellious, 
calloused hearted people is that the day will come, a point is reached, when the only 
solution is radical surgery. God will tear down the ivory towers and false ways in which 
we have trusted, even deprive us of things which His general providences supply, even 
bring captivity where we are in hock to other nations. He will bring judgment and purge 
and purify us in the refiner’s fire. Then He will restore and renew His people, and 
sometimes only a remnant of people will survive but these will be seed to grow. The 
picture we have from Christ in the New Testament is that in John 15, the pruning of the 
vine. The vine has to be pruned hard and cut back even of living issue if it is to grow 
and be fruitful next season. This is true even more so if the vine has gone wild. It has to 
be cut back to the root and a new shoot grafted on. This is what the new birth is, and for 
a body of people, this is what revival and renewal is. The old is purged away and new 
life is grafted in. 
 
The last verses, 4.5-6 are reminiscent of the Exodus and wilderness history. The pillar 
of cloud by day, and the pillar of fire at night will hover over the restored Jerusalem. 
These were visual representations of the glory of God present amongst His people and 
He being in the midst of His people. I have quoted this stanza from Charles Wesley 
before, but it is pertinent again. What is the Church meant to be? It is not a building, nor 
just a denomination, but it is the place of God’s dwelling in and with His people.  
 
 

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

And glow in our breast. 
By day and by night, the pillar of light 

Our steps shall attend, 
And convoy us safe to our prosperous end!’ 

 



This is what the church as we know it today, in many places lacks. It is all about the 
presence of God, and us gathering around Him with Him being the center and the 
reason for all we do. Today, we have people who think that church is all about doing 
charity work and something that is best managed by business principles. The early 
church, and the church in revival had and has none of this, and in those times and 
conditions the church was more effective than we are today. Without resources the 
early church grew. They had no buildings and little money. It seems strange to us that it 
is when money has been plentiful that the church has declined, when money has been 
plentiful, but hearts have been in poverty. 
 
Each one of us needs to ask ourselves where we are. Are we well off, even relatively?  
Do we abound in external ‘blessings’ but are we empty in the inside, impoverished of 
soul? Do we look good on the outside, but on the inside are we like beggars or lepers? 
What will we do? Will we repent and seek God before He sends the spirit of judgment 
and fire, or will we continue in our own ways until the sword falls? A return to the Cross 
in repentance, faith and humility is what we are being called to today. At present we 
cannot meetup as a people to do this, but we have time and we have homes to give 
ourselves to this vital adventure. We do not know what is ahead of us, we do not know 
how far we have fallen from our calling. We do not know how severe the Divine cure will 
be and needs to be. We do not know if we will live to see the restoration, or if our days 
ahead will be taken up with the refining fire. However, whatever God has for our nation 
and for the church in this nation, we should wait on Him in silence and humility and 
embrace His correction and discipline, and not rebel as Jerusalem did and kick against 
God, even as God worked to heal them.  
 
Next week we will look at chapter 5, the song of God’s vineyard, a song of sadness, 
severe husbandry and a parable that has applied to the Church in every age, and is 
applicable to our days.   

 
 
For further consideration.  
 
This will take a bit of work if you chose to do it. 
 
Read Deuteronomy 28. This is an account of the core of Gods Covenant ways. 
Obedience results in blessing, disobedience brings consequences.  
 
However it is not as black and white as at first appears. The histories of Joseph, Job, 
and Daniel modify the doctrine of simple rewards and punishments. These men like 
others suffered even though they were righteous. 
 
We may need to modify our thoughts about what constitutes a state of blessedness. 
Can you think of examples of ‘blessed’ people who still had rough lives?  In their 
situation what was it that constituted blessedness? 


