
Sunday 4th October 2020 
Isaiah 36-39. 

 
We have been looking at the prophetic council of God to Judah and Jerusalem. There 
have been historical realities into which Isaiah spoke God’s message, but in these next 
chapters, we have the account of the historical events themselves. Perhaps we may 
read these chapters with a certain sympathy for the people of Jerusalem and ask what 
we would do if we were in their circumstances? Would we respond any better than they 
did, or would we be as blind to reality as they were? It is always easier to sit in judgment 
over the acts of people in the past whether it is about slavery or the dropping of the 
Atomic bomb. We need a degree of sobriety and humility to look at past history without 
condemning the people of bygone ages with a proud assumption that we would have 
done better. I think that I am glad that I will not be alive to see the history of this present 
age written, if the world lasts long enough, when future historians examine our days. 
 
I wonder what they will say about India having a space program when countless 
numbers of their people live in need and starvation. I wonder what the historians will say 
about the destruction of the rain forest in South America and Asia. I wonder what they 
will say about the ‘Troubles in Northern Ireland,’ the Factor 8 and impure blood products 
of the 80’s and how we faced Covid 19. I am not at all sure that we will be admired for 
these events. Some of them we should already be ashamed of, others we can only say 
we did what we thought was right and say that we did not have 20-20 hindsight to direct 
us! 
 
Therefore, as we come to these historical passages, it would be sensible to pray and 
admit that apart from the grace of God, we will also go wrong. These passages are not 
only to inform us of those who have gone before, but they stand as object lessons with 
the unspoken, but present question, ‘What would we do when confronted with such 
personal and national events?’ Christians are not meant to stick their heads in the sand 
and pretend that the enemy is at the gates for everyone else but not for us. Rather we 
are to be the ones who see the dangers coming and cry out to God for aid, and call out 
to people to turn to God to find shelter from the coming storm, in other words, today, our  
calling is to pray and to evangelise. 
 
In chapters 36 to 39 we see the historical dynamics of the Assyrian invasion of Judah 
which left it almost utterly overthrown and destroyed. We then have the account of the 
diplomacy between Jerusalem and Babylon which seemed to offer Judah help. The 
question that has run like a seam of gold, or of blood, through the whole book of Isaiah 
is shown in these chapters, and is stated explicitly in 36.5 in the speech of the Assyrian 
commander to the representatives of Hezekiah. 
                                      ‘On whom are you depending?’ 
 
This is forever the crux of the Christian life. On whom do we depend, on God or on our 
own wits? Do we really live by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God, do we 
really receive daily bread from God, or are we the masters of our own fates? I have 
been trying to look at Isaiah from the point of view of how these questions must have 



looked to those who lived in the midst of the drama and the threat of those days. I have 
been asking us to think about how we would have responded and how we respond to 
the crisis of our days and lives. I have observed that very few people seem to be certain 
that what we see in our day has God behind it all. It seems that the majority of people 
today see the challenges of our generation just as bad luck and the hand that some 
cosmic card dealer has given us. This is not how Isaiah understood things and how 
Scripture refers to these matters. All through the scriptures and Isaiah, we are reminded 
and told again and again that it is God who has raised up the Assyrians to be a rod in 
His hand to discipline His erring children. This is no happenstance, this is God at work, 
and God is at work in the nations today to humiliate us so that we will humble ourselves 
and return to Him with our whole hearts and souls and minds and strength. 
 
How we respond to this question, will determine our future, for us, our children and our 
children’s children. ‘In whom do we trust?’ We need to bow very, very low over this one. 
We see what bowing low looks like and how it happens in Isaiah’s call in chapter 6. I 
would refer us all back to these verses again. ‘In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw 
the Lord seated on a throne, and His train filled the temple.’ Until we have a vision, a 
revelation, a tasting of the Holiness of the Lord such that we shrivel as it were, in the 
presence of such Majesty, we are not yet fit for the service of God or man. We have to 
be undone like Isaiah before we can be remade. Judah and Jerusalem is being undone 
before God can remake them, ’over anew and then come in to stay,’ as the old song 
says. 
 
Chapter 36. 
Sennacherib, the King of Assyria despoils most of the land of Judah and lays it waste. 
He send a delegation to Jerusalem to King Hezekiah, and speaks very disrespectfully to 
him. Verse 4 starts bluntly with none of the pleasantries normally associated with 
diplomatic negotiations. Essentially, Sennacherib is very confident and proud of his 
military power and resources and is treating Hezekiah as if he should be cowering 
before such might like a beaten dog! This is not a nice picture. This has the feel about it 
as if a rugby team of third formers were confronted by the All Blacks and could not hope 
to compete but rather would have to concede the game! However, the thing was, that if 
they surrendered, Assyria would exact vengeance on them anyway. Either way, they 
appeared to be in for a hiding if they resisted or if they surrendered, a lose-lose 
situation!   
 
Can you hear the arrogance of Assyria and the disdain for Hezekiah in verse 4? 
                 ‘This is what the great King, the king of Assyria says?’ 

 
The jibe in this is that Hezekiah is not much of a king at all, especially as most of his 
kingdom has just been taken from him! 

 
The hardest part of the message that the Assyrians say are the bits that are evidently 
true. The hope that Jerusalem had of the aid of Egypt had failed and backfired. Having 
sought the help of Egypt, now that they had been routed and removed from the 
equation, Sennacherib was free to exact his revenge on Jerusalem and Judah for the 



annoyance they had caused him. He had already laid waste most of the cities of Judah, 
it seemed that nothing would stop him doing the same to Jerusalem. They were ill 
matched, outnumbered, and the battle was at the gates, all seemed hopeless! In 
themselves, there was no-one and nothing to hope in. 
 
There are facts mixed in the message which are utterly true, but the perspective that 
Sennacherib and the Assyrians were coming from was in error. They thought that it was 
their might and wisdom that had brought them to the verge of victory. The people of 
Jerusalem up to this point thought that it was up to them to deal with the threat of 
Assyria. Neither of these outlooks was true. It was God who had raised up Assyria to 
punish His people. It was God who would deliver or bring calamity upon Jerusalem, 
Both nations had failed to see the hand of God in every detail of these events. Assyria 
was a dumb and blind servant of God in this. Jerusalem was a wayward but beloved 
servant of God that was under discipline. There was no hope for Assyria, but while God 
was God, there was always hope for Jerusalem, if they would but turn to their God. 
 
This is exactly the situation we face in the Church and nation. While we go on thinking 
that we are masters of our own fates, this attitude will make our overthrow certain. The 
Church does not need the managers and business models that it is so fond of, it needs 
the presence and the smile of God upon us. We sing the Aaronic blessing from 
Numbers 6 at baptisms. It is the Aaronic blessing, not the ironic blessing! It includes this 
blessing, 
                 ‘the Lord make His face to shine upon you, and be gracious unto you. 

The Lord lift up His countenance upon you, and give you peace.’ 
 

This is another prayer to meditate on and pray for ourselves, our friends in the 
congregation, and for every believer in Scotland, the UK and the nations of the world. 
We may not be able to have a voice at the great gatherings of the G8 and the UN and 
all these elevated gatherings, but better than that, we can have a voice before the 
throne of grace. Read 2 Corinthians 1.11. We can obtain ‘gracious favour’ for people. 
Why would we not do this? Pray, intercede, call upon God. That’s what a radical action 
plan looks like!  
 
The delegation finishes its disheartening speech with a version of truth. They say v10 
that it is God who told them to come and destroy the land. This is true, but rather than 
boast in it, it should have terrified them. If the Lord will use a pagan nation to discipline 
His own household, then what will He do to that nation He summons to be the Rod in 
His hand? Rather than gloat and wallow in pride, they ought to tremble in case they are 
too severe or too lenient and so incur the wrath of God themselves! They had no 
covenant with God to protect them. 
 
The world, the flesh and the devil are masters at telling half-truths and distorting truth to 
suit themselves. If we deny we are sinners, we are deceiving ourselves and we will end 
up in bondage very soon. If we confess we are sinners we do right, but we must go 
further if we are believers in Christ. Yes we are sinners, but we are sinners redeemed 
by the blood of Jesus. We need the whole truth as half-truth is no better than a lie.   



 
The messengers of Sennacherib continue and speak in such a manner so that all the 
people can hear the message. The envoy of Hezekiah return to report the message to 
the king, v22 in great distress. The envoy of Sennacherib has done its devilish work 
well! 
 
In 2 Corinthians 2.11 Paul says this regarding Satan,  
                               ‘For we are not unaware of his schemes.’  

 
Sadly, and to our profound danger and loss, many Christians do not believe in the devil. 
They have some notion of some force or presence of evil, but do not see it as a person 
and not a thing. We don’t often see night creatures, foxes, badgers, mice, rats, cats and 
all that. However, gardeners, just because you do not see many snails and slugs about 
in the day, does not mean you do not have that presence in your garden! The rabbits 
eat almost all plants they can get at, and so do the slugs and snails. To combat slugs, 
we need to be aware of where they hide in the day and remove them!   
 
In the same way, we need to know and to learn how to combat the devil and his 
downright lies and even more dangerous, his half-truths so presented to deceive and 
dishearten us. There is an old book by Thomas Brooks who was a master of the human 
soul entitled, ‘Precious Remedies against Satan’s Devices.’ Thomas Brooks is a very 
readable Puritan. If you do not relish having to learn to read long and profound 
sentences, then get on-line and track down two little books by the late Willian Still of 
Aberdeen. They are, ‘Biblical Teaching on the Devil,’ and ‘Towards Spiritual Maturity.’ 
These if read well will be invaluable to help us falling into the lies and discouragements 
of the devil. For some of us in the lockdown, it may be very near to the point of no return 
as regards the lies of the devil working in our minds. These may not be busy days, but 
they are dangerous days. We are prone to drift, and in the absence of face to face 
fellowship, we are all open to open to drifting from truth. The sign that this is happening 
is if we think, ‘that can’t happen to me!’ 
 
Chapter 37. 
In this chapter we see what Hezekiah does and what Isaiah does and most importantly 
what God does. 
 
Sit quietly for a moment and then read 37 verse 1. What does Hezekiah do? He tears 
his fine clothes puts on sackcloth, the garments and action of distress, mourning and 
humility. Then he goes into the temple and sends a delegation to Isaiah. What do you 
think you are doing Hezekiah? What would the wisdom of the day say? He should have 
called a council to draw up an agreement of utter surrender. If this was not the decided 
way to go, then surely he should have put on his armor and gone into the armory and 
collected weapons, not gone unarmed into the temple! I hope that for some of us there 
are passages coming to mind from the New Testament. Those who humble themselves 
will be exalted, those who mourn will be comforted, those who hope in God will not be 
put to shame. 
 



Can you feel the power of the dilemma facing Hezekiah? Do you react with 
consternation at the apparent weakness of his response? Instead of riding out to an 
inglorious slaughter like a man, he reacts as a man of faith and a man of God. Do you 
remember what David said about Goliath? Do you remember what Paul said? David 
saw the threat of Goliath as an affront to God and a challenge to God. Paul said that 
God’s strength was perfected in his weakness, when he was weak, God was his 
strength. This is the path Hezekiah took, I admire him for this when confronted with a 
situation that was hopeless, but which many would have gone to battle over in their own 
strength. Hezekiah turned to God and sent to Isaiah to ask for prayer and a word of 
hope or instruction from God. To the world that seems such foolishness and weakness, 
but it opens the way for God to come onto the field of battle. When God takes to the 
field of conflict, everything changes. 
 
Look at verse 5. God had already spoken a word to Isaiah before the delegation had 
come from Hezekiah. Is the Lord keen to come to Hezekiah’s aid or what! The message 
is that God would deliver Jerusalem not by the might of Hezekiah’s arm, but by the 
sovereign power of God. People may have spoken disparagingly of Hezekiah for not 
having going out to fight, but to this he could have answered that his ‘friend the Lord 
Almighty, and He who loved him, God,’ had promised to delivered Him! 
 
The message from Isaiah is not left unchallenged by Sennacherib who still breathes out 
threats and curses even while he is running to save his own kingdom from the rumors of 
war that God has sowed. Sennacherib writes a letter to Hezekiah 37.14-10-13. It is not 
a very encouraging letter is it! The devil is a real foe, and even though he was defeated 
for time and eternity by the Cross, he does not lie down, but out of sheer spite will not 
accept his defeat until the fire of the burning lake engulfs him. Do not ever expect the 
devil to admit defeat, never be surprised at his malicious accusations and threats even 
when he is chased off. He will keep on returning. This is why Hezekiah’s response is in 
fact not only correct, but heroic. He chooses to go God’s way when the wisdom of the 
day would see trust in God as a weak, useless, even a pathetic, response. Can you 
imagine what people would say if Boris got up in the House of Commons and 
announced a total lock down for 5 days during which we were to fast and pray and call 
on Almighty God to forgive our sins as individuals, and as a nation? I suspect that the 
media would try to have him committed to hospital! Sadly, this would in fact be an 
appropriate response to the present situation. It is righteousness that exalts a nation, 
not military might or economic wealth. When will the Church take the Scriptures 
seriously as what it is, the word and wisdom of God. 
 
Look at verse14. What does Hezekiah do with this letter? He does not write a sharp 
rejoinder. He does not write a blog or go online to rubbish it. He does not scream foul at 
being insulted with racist, ageist, religious or any other sort of ‘ism.’ He shows it all to 
God.  He does not fling it in the fire. He trembles at it and takes it into the temple to lay 
before the eyes of God!  This may be strange to our way of thinking, but you see, faith 
does not make God rea, because God is real, He is there, He sees, He knows, He is the 
reality, it is we who are dust and ashes, He is what is solid and eternal. Hezekiah here 
is not having faith in faith. He is not trying to make God real by an act of faith. He is 



having faith in the God who is there. It is God who acts, not faith. Faith is the 
acknowledgement that God is, and is the least of our duties. 
 
Elsewhere we have several references to the Potter and the clay. It is the Potter who is 
alive and active, it is the clay which is molded by the Potter and not the Potter by the 
clay. Hezekiah is taking the place of clay and is yielding himself into the hand of the 
Potter. Wise man.  
 
Verses 14-20 are a master study in prayer. The Bible recounts the contents and 
process of many prayers and this is not just for our interest, but our instruction in how to 
pray. Hezekiah does not deny the facts v18-19. However, before he comes to ‘the facts’ 
he takes time to remind himself and recount who God is and in what relationship the 
people of Jerusalem stand with God. He recounts who they are. They are the chosen 
people of God. The term, ‘God of Israel’ is a recognition that they are in covenant with 
God. God, by covenant, was the God of Israel, and they were, by covenant, the people 
of God. Their life and future were eternally connected to God, and at the end of his 
prayer, the petition v20 is brief, but is full of significance. Since God and the people of 
Israel are forever bound together in covenant, the state of the people and the honour of 
God are forever linked. If the people are despised, the insult falls on God, and if the 
people prosper, the honour goes to God. 
 
This is a mighty prayer and follows the same logic as the prayer of Abraham when 
praying for the cities on the plain, Sodom and so on, the prayer of Moses when the 
people sinned in worshipping the golden calf, and the prayer of Daniel in Daniel chapter 
9. All of these prayers are an appeal in jealousy for the honour of God’s Name. If the 
people are a disgrace, then it reflects poorly on God’s glory. The prayers mentioned 
essentially call on God to have mercy so that His Name will be honoured. This is an 
extremely important and potent type of petition. This prayer requires that our hearts be 
extremely desirous and jealous for God’s honour. It is not a magic formula, the words 
are easy to say, but it is harder to say them from a pure and undivided heart. However, 
even a desire to desire to be wholly true to being jealous for God’s honour is a starting 
point, and God will purify our hearts to pray along these lines with ever increasing purity. 
 
Notice verse 21-23. Isaiah brings a response from God to Hezekiah. This is wonderful, 
God hears and answers Hezekiah’s prayer. V 23 and 24 sets the facts in place. 
Sennacherib’s words were directed to Hezekiah but God took them as they actually 
were, an insult to the Lord Himself. Those who touch God’s people touch God Himself! 
 
The prophecy regarding the King of Assyria continues and there is a real effect in real 
time. Look at verse 36. Here is a potted history of the aftermath of the terrible days of 
defeat and threat. God destroys part of the army of Assyria. We are not told how all 
these men died whether it was a plague or what, but it is like so many of the accounts of 
God intervening in the affair of Israel. When Sennacherib rises to find the dead in his 
camp, he heads back to Nineveh, but the story does not end there. 
 



Sennacherib has dishonoured the Person and Name of God. He thinks that he has 
gone off home intact, but there is nowhere to run to from the displeasure of God for 
acting in such arrogance. His fate is sad, murdered by two of his own son’s.  
 
Chapter 38 tells us of the illness of Hezekiah and how God spared his life in response to 
prayer. He is given an extension on his life of 15 years and the promise that God would 
defend the city during his lifetime. Judgment has not been cancelled, but deferred. 
 
Chapter 39 tells us of the first contact, as it were, from the next threat that appeared on 
the horizon, an envoy from Babylon. Hezekiah was flattered to receive gifts and 
recognition from Babylon, and when the delegation came, he delighted to give them the 
grand tour of all he had. Rather than being impressed, the Babylonian envoy spied out 
the kingdom to see what was worth taking. Isaiah comes and delivers a hard message 
to Hezekiah. Isaiah tells him that a day will come in the future after he has gone that 
Babylon will come and take everything from Jerusalem. 
 
Now here is a disturbing question. Look at verse 8 of chapter 39. Why did Hezekiah 
accept this? Having had God deliver Jerusalem in answer to his prayer, having had God 
give him more years of life because he prayed, why did Hezekiah not turn to God in 
prayer and repent and humble himself for his foolish pride at showing off to the 
Babylonians?   
 
We are not given the answer here, but there is a sense in which Hezekiah may have 
remained prayerless and content to see his own life out in peace because God had 
determined to bring the promised judgment to hand. It could also be that Hezekiah was 
still in a state of elevated ego because Babylon had shown an interest in him and his 
pride blinded him to reality. The attitude of Hezekiah in verse 39.8 seems so different to 
what has gone before. He does not seem to have ended on a high note, or as high a 
place as during the troubled days of Assyria. 
 
Here is a lesson. It matters that we finish well. Not only so, but it matters that we pray 
for the generations which will follow us. Even if I do not live to see a revival in Scotland, 
it is not a worthy way of thinking that as long as the fur does not hit the fan in my 
lifetime, then with that I can be content. We will come to a place later in Isaiah where we 
are told to be people who lay a foundation for the coming generations. In my lifetime, 
the previous generations did a wonderful job of laying up a foundation that has given us 
a rising standard of living, health care and many other material blessings. What was not 
laid up in sufficient degree was a spiritual inheritance. I am grateful for the spiritual 
privileges I have had in my life, not least a praying grandfather and uncles and friends of 
my mother who prayed for me. Can I encourage you to pray for your family circle and 
friends, no matter how disinterested they seem to be or how far they seem to be from 
God. The Bible is full of histories of people who lived and died not seeing the full 
promise fulfilled in their lifetime. The life of Abraham exemplifies this.  
 
 I have not said much about chapters 38 and 39. Read them for yourselves and see 
what God says to you about them. 


