
Sunday 25th October 2020 
Isaiah 42.18-25 

 
I am going to look at a short passage today because it deals with a very important 
subject. By way of introduction let me tell some foolish stories. C T Studd, the famous 
English cricketer and then missionary, once wrote a book where he used the figure of a 
chocolate soldier to depict his view of the quality of Christianity in his age. They dissolve 
in water and melt in the heat, they are of no use to man or beast. 
 
There is a silly rhyme I learned in childhood. I don’t know if it had political overtones or 
was just a nonsense poem. This is how it goes, 
 

‘Dan, Dan, the funny wee man, 
Washed his face in a frying pan.  

Combed his hair with the leg of a chair, 
Dan, Dan, the funny wee man.’ 

 
How foolish to use a frying pan and a leg of a chair instead of a basin and a comb. A 
pan and a chair leg are not fit for purpose. 

 
What would you think of a joiner or a plumber who arrived at your house with no tools, 
or a hardware shop that only sold buckets with holes in them? There is not a shop that I 
know of where we can go and buy used up biros, or a shoe shop that specializes in 
shoes with holes in the soles. We would think a friend who looked for such items to be 
having a joke wouldn’t we? We come to a passage in Isaiah that paints a picture which 
is as idiotic as the above stories if it were not so sad and serious. Israel has become 
unfit for purpose and is about as useful as a bucket with a hole in it! 
 
Let me give you the punch-line first so that there is no mistaking the import of what 
Isaiah is saying. It is utter foolishness to expect the blind to lead the blind. It is utter 
uselessness to expect a rebellious, sinful people to set an example to the nations to 
follow.  Jesus referred to the Pharisees as ‘blind guides.’ In the New Testament we 
have the same question posed. Can the blind lead the blind without both falling into a 
pit?  
 
In chapter 41 and 42 to verse 17, we came to an end of a glorious prophetic glimpse 
into the glorious future of Israel and all those who join themselves to the chosen people 
of God. These were Gentiles who would come to God through the restored calling of 
Israel. Israel has been shown as being the Servant of God, and the Servant supreme is 
Christ, but all that will become clearer soon. Having looked into the future to the end of 
the Exile, the coming of Christ, and the second coming and the consummation of the 
age, Isaiah now turns away from the sun rising on the horizon, and he looks at the 
present state of the nation and its people. Isaiah turns back to the present moment and 
looks into the darkness. Unlike most of the people, he is aware of the present darkness 
and also the light dawning on the horizon and he is real and realistic about both. We 
need to emulate him and face up to the present while still being aware of the coming 



dawn. If we were to pick select passages from elsewhere in Isaiah and perhaps more so 
from Jeremiah, we would see that what the prophets said God was saying and what the 
people thought were miles apart. It is possible that while reading through Isaiah we may 
think that the religious condition of the people was one of total disinterest, but this is the 
tragedy, the religious ceremonies were kept up and were busy, and the people thought 
that that was enough to keep God happy. They never got it that what God desired was 
not a lot of sacrifices and a busy temple, but the heart devotion of the people. Religion 
is the enemy of the real worship of God. If the heart is not engaged, we may as well be 
singing nursery rhymes and reading the newspaper.  
 
One could say that this passage in 42.17-25 is an exposition on, ‘how the mighty have 
fallen.’ If you have read any passages referring to the kingdom of Israel under David 
and Solomon, you might pose the question how was it possible that Israel and Judah 
became what they were in Isaiah’s day? We have reviewed this time and again in the 
past weeks because Isaiah is relentless in declaring what the great ill amongst the 
people is, and what has so reduced the people to bring them to defeat and exile. It is 
sin, rebellion and iniquity, and God has entered history in power to deal with His 
wayward people. The goal was to remove wickedness from them, not to cast them off 
forever. Romans 9-11 shows us this. God still has a purpose for the Jewish people, and 
according to Paul, it is not a consolation prize, but they are front and center of the end 
time purposes of God.  
 
Isaiah in this passage contrasts the state of the people with what they were called to be. 
They were meant to be a people who would be the guides to God for the other nations. 
They were meant to be God’s Servant in His great plan of calling the nations into faith in 
God. They were called to be God’s evangelists. They were called to live such a blessed 
life that the nations would be jealous of them and want the God of Israel to be their God. 
However we find them now in need of God’s Servant who will lead those who were to 
be pathfinders out of Exile back onto the path of God which they had forsaken. 
 
Let me show you a couple of Scriptures that firstly tell us the calling of Israel and then 
another that shows us that despite all, God will get them back on the path which they 
were called to pursue. 
 
Deuteronomy 4 says it all. V5-8. The whole chapter is worth deep consideration. 
 
‘See, I have taught you decrees and laws as the Lord my God commanded me, so that 
you may follow them in the land you are entering to take possession of it. Observe them 
carefully, for this will show your wisdom and understanding to the nations, who will hear 
about all these decrees and say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding 

people.’ What other nation is so great as to have their gods near them the way the Lord 
our God is near to us whenever we pray to Him? And what other nation is so great as to 

have such righteous decrees and laws as this body of laws I am setting before you 
today?’ 

 



There are a couple of things here that I want to highlight. The people had the Law and 
the Prophets, and that was a great privilege. However having them did not make the 
people enviable. It was only as the life of the people was molded by their Law and 
religious practices that their wisdom and knowledge would be seen. These were the 
means the Master Potter used to form the people into a fit servant. We may have a 
shed full of tools, but that does not make us a carpenter, it is the skillful use of those 
tools that shows what we are. It was like this with Israel and Judah, it was walking 
according to Law, obedience to the Lord their God that mattered, not the vain reading 
and gestures that would make them great. All this was to impact the hearts of the 
people not just their heads. Now as of then, so much religion is done with no thought or 
impact on our lives. A key component of holiness is obedience, and aspiring to universal 
obedience.  
 
Do you notice the other remarkable thing that was in God’s mind in this passage? They 
were to be enviable because they had a God so near to them whenever they prayed to 
Him. The sub text here is that unlike the idol gods of the nations which need their 
devotees to nail them in place and carry them about, the God of Israel is a God who 
draws near and hears and answers the prayers of His people. In this passage the two 
things which are declared to be the reason the nations would envy Israel and Judah 
was obedience to their Lord, and the quality of life it gave rise to, and prayer to their 
Lord. In Isaiah’s day, neither of these matters were strong points amongst the people. 
 
Turn back to the very beginning of the history of the Jewish people. We find it in 
Genesis 12 and the first three verses. This is the call of Abram. In just the very way that 
God has reminded the people in Isaiah’s day, God tells from the beginning what He will 
do. God promised that Abram would be such that, 
 

‘…all people on the earth will be blessed through you.’  
 

This came about because the offspring of Abram eventually became a numerous 
people. However, they failed largely to be a blessing to the nations of the earth until the 
advent of Christ. 
 
Not only did Israel and Judah fail to be a light to the Gentiles as was their calling and 
the purpose of God for them, but Jeremiah, who picks up the prophetic story following 
on from Isaiah, has a devastating critique from God on the people of his age. For 
example in Jeremiah 2.5 he says that the people had followed worthless idols and had 
become worthless themselves. In 5.1 we are told that not one righteous person was to 
be found in the whole city of Jerusalem. How could Israel show the other nations the 
way to God when they had ceased to follow God themselves? How could they be 
attractive to the nations since they were no better than the pagans? How could a nation 
who had rejected their God lead a nation of guilty pagans when they were worse than 
the pagans? Israel had departed from their God, the pagan nations were less guilty 
because they did not have the Lord God of Israel as their God?  
 
However, God will bring the people back onto track. Zechariah 8.20-23 is of note here.  



V23 ‘This is what the Lord Almighty says: ‘In those days ten men from all languages and 
nations will take firm hold of one Jew by the hem of his robe and say, ‘Let us go with 

you, because we have heard that God is with you.’  
 

This is yet to happen, and this will be Israel back on the path of God’s initial call. This is 
also something that Christians should be praying for, a large ingathering of Gentiles 
before the end. Some people hold the view that this ingathering is almost at an end. 
Whether they are correct in this view or not is up for debate, but one thing is certain, a 
lot of time has passed since this was said and since Christ came. We are much further 
down the path of history, the day is perhaps well spent and the evening approaches! 
 
Can you see in these contrasting passages that judgment and mercy go together? 
There is always hope in God, but it may be reserved for a future generation.  
 
Verses 18-22 tell us three things. Firstly that Israel the servant has become deaf and 
blind. They have not seen that it is God who has risen in anger and judgment against 
them, and that the terrible fate that awaits them is the Lord’s doing. Even when God is 
dealing with them, speaking to them through historical events and the prophetic word, 
they are paying no heed and not even hearing the clear accounts from Isaiah as to the 
cause of their troubles. It is as if a blind and deaf man was just about to step out onto a 
road when a 16-wheel truck was speeding along, lights flashing and horn sounding. It 
would do nothing for the blind and deaf man, and to all extents and purposes he would 
be walking to his own death oblivious of all the warnings and the danger coming down 
the road! This was the condition of Israel. The servant of the Lord is totally unfit for the 
service they have been called to. They cannot even save themselves, how could they 
be the people to show the way to God? 
 
Secondly, verse 21. God had given the Law to the people, and when the people 
obeyed, they saw the days of David and Solomon. When they disobeyed, they got the 
days they were living in. One aspect of the glory of Israel was that they had the word of 
God. The Law was given to none in the world but Israel, and that was glorious for them 
because of the righteousness of the Law that if obeyed would stand out and be seen by 
the nations. Think of it this way. There was a time when the Westminster Parliament 
was regarded as the queen of parliaments, the upholder of democracy. The motto of the 
London Stock Exchange still is, I believe, ‘My word is my bond.’ I look on these things 
now with a jaded eye. Our parliament is not as grand and trustworthy as it may have 
once been, and as for the stock exchange, don’t make me laugh with all the financial 
corruption which has been exposed over recent decades. Israel had the Law, but since 
it was not heeded and obeyed, it became a measure for judgment rather than a light of 
holiness amongst the people. Either way, the Law was glorious in Israel at all times 
because it did what it said it would do, it would exalt a people in righteousness when 
obeyed and would condemn transgression, iniquity and sin if it was not obeyed. 
 
The third thing spoken of is found in verse 22. Rather than being a nation that was 
great, wise and good, one worthy to be enquired of and followed, they were captives to 
sin and were physically and spiritually plundered and looted, and in bondages dark and 



deep! They are on their own with none to help them and with no grounds to appeal to 
God. God had offered again and again to pour out grace, but time and time again they 
refused to be corrected, and so forfeited grace. 
 
Verses 23 to 25 we have the words of God declaring what was happening to the nation 
of Israel. We need to take these and the multitude of such passages to heart, God is not 
a tame God, His love is fierce and He will accept no other suiters. God’s anger is as 
fierce as His love, though shorter lived. Read these verses over and over. The passage 
even challenges the people to take a note of it and see that it is true because it all came 
to pass just as God had said. Verse 24 asks, ‘Who handed Jacob over to become loot, 
and Israel to plunder? The people could have said that it was Assyria and then Babylon, 
but that is not the question being asked. Isaiah has already affirmed that these powerful 
nations that made war on Israel and Judah were not the cause of Israel’s woes, they 
were the means by which the sin of Israel was punished. They were servants, tools, 
means, not the instigators of what they did even though they thought they were. 
 
Who was it that handed Israel into the hands of these nations? Read the text, ‘It was the 
Lord.’ God was at the root of all this, He was the One who was in charge, who had 
raised up and sent the nations against His people. Why had God done this? It was 
because of the people’s sin and their disobedience. The result is given in verse 25. God 
poured out His anger, but they did not take it to heart. This is very serious and as I have 
been saying for weeks now, this is very relevant to our present state as a nation. God 
has been exposing the corruption and sin of the Church and the Nation for decades. 
There have been times of refreshing and even small revivals in my lifetime, but never 
one that spilled over into the life of the nation to bring about change. There has been 
crisis after crisis, but we have not taken heed. Each crisis seems to build in part on the 
one before and we have social troubles of such magnitude that we have hardly seen 
before, and now capped by a virus that is humbling many nations by showing how 
fragile our economies really are. At the root of all these things is God who is calling and 
warning His Church to return to Him with heart and soul and mind and strength.  
All of the above was very serious for Israel, and we know the outcome. The people did 
not humble themselves and listen to the words of Isaiah nor Jeremiah, and as a 
consequence of this, they were carried off to Exile. Scripture is given for us to learn not 
to desire evil as our forebears did. This applies not only to the past, but to the present. 
 
In the Old Testament, the people of Israel were the People of God. In the New 
Testament, the people of God are the Church and the same principles apply. It was 
Jesus that said that salt that had lost its saltiness is unfit, worthless, for anything but to 
be thrown away and trodden under foot. This is an exact parallel of Israel becoming 
worthless for their calling and being trampled underfoot by Assyria and Babylon. It was 
Jesus that said that the Church were to go into all the world and make disciples, just as 
Israel were to be a light to the Gentiles. However, if the Church is not in the condition it 
should be, how can it perform the service it is called to do? Do you see where this is 
going? Jesus told the parable of the foolish and wise virgins. One set were prepared for 
the coming of the bridegroom and were admitted to the feast. The foolish ones who had 
not brought enough oil were excluded for the feast. There are many such hard words 



spoken by Jesus because the broad principle of the calling of Israel and the calling of 
the Church are the same. 
 
Jesus also said this, ‘If the light in you is darkness, then the whole body is full of 
darkness’. He said that as regards to sin, we are to be absolutely ruthless. If our right 
eye offends, pluck it out. If our right hand offends, cut it off. He is not speaking about 
actual amputations, but the amputation of sin in our lives.  
 
In Ephesians, Paul speaks to the Christians and tells them that they are called to live to 
the praise of God’s glory. That means they are to live in such a way that brings credit to 
God, they are to live in such a way that pleases and reflects well on God. I have said 
this before, but when I was young, we were as children expected to behave ourselves 
when out and about with our parents so that our behaviour would not bring disgrace on 
them. In my case it did not always happen that way, but still, that was the general way 
of thinking.  
 
Just as in Isaiah’s day, and just as Deuteronomy 4 tells us, it was not the having of the 
Law that was the key, but the obedience to the law. It was not the religious ceremony 
that mattered, but the prayers of the people which were attended by God. What was in 
the hearts of the people is what comes out. Where the word of God is not in our hearts, 
then our life will not show forth God as glorious. If we are not known as a people who 
have a God so near to them whenever they pray, then what difference is there between 
a Christian and an unbeliever? Do you remember the Exodus and the plagues? Look at 
Exodus 8 verse 8 and in the account of each of the next plagues. Pharaoh calls on 
Moses to pray to the Lord for the removal of the plague, Moses does so, and the plague 
is lifted. Pharaoh may not have believed in God, but he did believe in the prayers of 
Moses because of the God who was close to Moses and who answered prayer! 
 
That was a specific instance regarding prayer. It does not always work like that. David 
prayed and fasted for the life of his illegitimate child with Bathsheba, but the child died 
as God said it would. Jeremiah was told by God to stop praying for Jerusalem, so there 
is much more to prayer than that of Moses intercession alone. However, even in these 
instances where prayer was not granted, God was present in the whole encounter and 
those praying knew it was so. It was not that there was no answer from God for David 
and Jeremiah. It was that they did not get the answer they hoped for.  
 
A congregation that is living in disobedience, a denomination or movement that has 
become casual to the things of God is a people who have lost their saltiness. History is 
full of accounts of nations, great churches and movements which have come and gone. 
Methodism was once a vital force in the UK. It is but a shadow of itself now. There was 
a time when for various good and carnal reasons, the Church of Scotland was 
numerous and active. Much of the mission work and church planting in South America 
was done by Church of Scotland Presbyterians. The same is true of Korea, Africa and 
other parts of the world. We are now receiving missionaries back to the UK from some 
of these lands because the church here is so compromised and lukewarm.  
 



The Church is meant to be the body which holds the initiative when a blessing is sought 
or a danger is threatening. Read the section in the Directory of Public Worship of the 
Church of Scotland, read 2 Chronicles 7.14 and Matthew 6. 
 

‘If my people who are called by my Name humble themselves and pray, and seek my 
face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, forgive their sin and 

heal there land.’ 
 

‘Our Father who art in heaven, Hallowed be thy Name, Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be 
done on earth as it is in heaven.’ 

 
Only Christians can do this, only Christians can pray these prayers. Anyone can say the 
words, but the promise is given only to those who are God’s people and can call God 
their Father in sincerity. The future, our future, and history belongs to the intercessor as 
Cindy Jacobs so rightly observed many years ago.  
 
However, if we as a church are disobedient, if we are not on praying ground, that is if 
we are hot holy people, then we have nothing to show the world of unbelievers and we 
have not got the ear of God. If this is so, then we are just like Israel who were worthless 
and unfit to be the light to the world. It is Christ in us, active in us, being heeded and 
obeyed and called upon that makes us salty, that enables His light to shine in us and 
out to unbelievers. If we are blind and deaf guides, then what hope is there for those 
who do not yet believe? We must become obedient and prayerful. 

 
 
 
  
 
  
 
 
 
   


