
Sunday 22nd November 2020 
Isaiah 46.1- 48.22. 

 
We will look at this large section today because it forms a unit of related material, it 
repeats and adds to what has gone before. We begin with chapter 46 which revisits 
many themes which have already been addressed. Isaiah often repeats what he has 
said. This is the characteristic of good teaching. Just because a subject has been 
expounded does not mean that students have learned. Teaching has only been given 
when the student has learned and applied the lesson. Israel were deaf and blind and 
hard hearted, and were dull of hearing, stiff necked, rebellious and slow to learn! We are 
no different. I have said many times before that even after looking at passages and 
singing the same hymn for many years, I am still seeing things which I had never 
understood before. Isaiah repeats themes again and again because God says the same 
things over and over again. This is because the people have not listened and have not 
learned. One of our weakness today is that we have a lot of knowledge, but not the 
wisdom to do anything with it. Jesus commented on this human failing when He told 
people that if we want to build our houses on a rock foundation, then we must do what 
He says, not just hear what He says, but do it! We find this in Matthew 7.24.  
 
Chapter 46 is an exposure of idolatry as wickedness and idols as senseless. It also 
shows us that it is God alone who has told from the beginning what will happen. The 
inference and conclusion is that since God has had a perfect record so far regarding His 
promises and warnings coming true, would it not then be the most sensible and logical 
behaviour to give heed and put trust in what He now says will happen? Is that not a 
reasonable thing to do, yet the people in Isaiah’s day were still not getting the message! 
Fallen humanity, even redeemed humanity is still slow to understand and take heed. 
The hard lessons have to be repeated time after time and generation after generation. 
 
46.1-2 
Bel and Nebo were idols of principal Babylonian gods. There was an annual cultic 
ceremony when these idols would be hoisted onto beasts to parade them through the 
streets of the city and take them from their temple at Borsippa to the shrine at Esagila. It 
was a New Year festival, and most of these were to do with the wellbeing and the 
fertility of people and land in the coming year. Now remember, that this is being 
prophesised 150 years before Cyrus conquers Babylon. The picture being given here is 
not about the annual ritual, but is a reference to the fall of Babylon. Rather than these 
gods being able to help the Babylonians, they are just a heavy burden which cause the 
beasts of burden to sink down in exhaustion. These gods cannot help or save, they are 
a burden to those who carry them. This relates back to chapter 45.20, where the futility 
of idols is exposed fully. They cannot save a people from going into exile. They 
themselves are carried into exile, and can carry no-one and nothing. They were as 
much use as a wet paper bag and a car with no engine!  
 
46.3-7 
Here we have the contrast between the Lord God of Israel and any and all idols. Let me 
point out straight away the very heart of the difference. 



 
Verse 3. 
‘…you whom I have upheld since you were conceived, and carried you since your birth.’ 
 
Verse 4. 

‘Even to your old age and grey hairs I am He, I am the He who will sustain you. 
I have made you and I will carry you; I will sustain you and I will rescue you.’ 

 
So here is the heart of the matter. Who is carrying who? When the people carry idols all 
they get is weary. God carries His people and has always done so and promises that 
He will continue to carry and sustain them. Chose which option is best, to carry or to be 
carried? To be wearied sustaining a dumb idol, or to be sustained by loving infinitude? I 
hope that this is an easy choice to make when put in this way. However in life it never 
seems that simple. Here is a scenario to reinforce the foolishness, never mind iniquity, 
of idolatry. Can you imagine this, a life guard coming to our aid who turns out to be a 
weak swimmer, and we have to save him and ourselves. What about a fireman who 
climbs up the ladder to rescue us from a fourth floor burning building who then freezes 
because he is afraid of heights and we have to coach him down the ladder! Not much 
use, a non- swimming life guard or a fireman who is scared of heights. About as useful 
as a chocolate tea pot or a bucket with a hole in it. All of that would be bad enough, but 
Jeremiah tells us that those who follow worthless idols become worthless themselves. 
Anything we worship or revere in the place of God ends up enslaving us. 
 
Idolatry is worse than this foolishness because it is a defiance of the real thing. See 
Jeremiah 2 verses 11-13 for the duel combination of iniquity and the foolishness of 
idolatry. God really knows how to paint a word picture. Idolatry is the forsaking of God 
and the replacing of Him with broken tanks which we make ourselves which can hold no 
water. 
 
I want to draw your attention to some verses from Jeremiah which clearly relates to the 
ways of God with a wicked and rebellious people. Many Christians elevate the love of 
God at the expense of His holiness and righteousness. They cannot endure the thought 
that a loving God would judge His people, or indeed judge anyone else because, ‘God 
is love.’ This verse is so abused. God is God. He does not have moods. I hope by now 
as we have gone through Isaiah, we have been appalled and shocked by how much he 
says about judgment. Judgment is a real issue, a main subject of the Old Testament, 
and remember what happened to the Churches in Revelation. God does not switch from 
a loving to wrathful mood. He is One, He is not made up of parts, one part loving and 
one part judgmental. He is a loving Judge and a wrathful and jealous lover. Look at the 
language of the prophet Jeremiah.  
 
Jeremiah 11.15 
   ‘What is my beloved doing in my temple as she works out her evil schemes with       
many?’ 

 



This is like a faithless husband or wife taking their lovers to the marital home and getting 
up to no good. Will the other spouse say and do nothing when this wickedness is 
flaunted? 
 
Jeremiah 12.5-8, especially verse 7. 

‘I will forsake my house, abandon my inheritance; 
I will give the one I love into the hands of her enemies.’ 

 
All this will happen rather than 13.11 which was God’s intent for His people. Did you 
notice the names God called Judah and Jerusalem? In 11.15. God calls the faithless 
bride ‘my beloved.’ In 12. 7 God calls this wife whom He will abandon, ‘the one I love.’ 
Do you see this? All that God does in righteous judgment, He does in heartbroken love. 
He still loves them, and hence there will soon be more about His Servant who will come 
and rescue and redeem them. We are about to enter that season, Christmas, and the 
costly love of God being shown in the incarnation, cross and resurrection of Christ. This 
is the love and wrath of God being manifest to save. The two go together. The Cross is 
judgment extreme and full. The Cross is love from eternity to eternity and combined in 
one act and in one Person. Do you remember the hymn ‘did ever such love and sorrow 
meet…?’ All meets on the Cross and in that One Man the Lord Jesus Christ. Jesus died 
for my sin. Jesus died out of love for me. The two can never be separated, death and 
resurrection, wrath and love. This is what we find in Isaiah. To refuse to face judgment 
and the causes of it is to refuse the other side of the coin, the salvation of God. Jesus 
says this in answer to the Pharisees when He tells them that He came to save the 
unrighteous, not the righteous, that it was the sick who needed the physician, not the 
well. If we see ourselves as having a righteousness of our own, or we do not realise we 
are diseased, then we will ignore the terms and the salvation offered by God, and this is 
where the vast majority of the population find themselves. There is colossal ignorance 
of the danger we are in, ignorance of the need of a savior, and ignorance of the wrath to 
come, and the love that is being offered.  
 
Idols cannot uphold or carry a people on through crisis and troubles, for it is they that 
need their worshippers to carry them. In contrast, verse 46.3, it is the Lord God of Israel 
who has carried His people from their birth, and will carry them to the end. The Hebrew 
people are very exact when it comes to the recording of their history. They all had 
knowledge of past dealings with God, even if they had forgotten that it defined who they 
were, or chose to ignore it. 
 
Judah and Jerusalem were the people whom God had delivered by His strong right arm 
from the slavery and drudgery of Egypt. It was God who brought them through the Red 
Sea on dry ground. It was God who closed over the waters so that they saw their slave 
masters perish and so no longer able to trouble them. It was God who took them a few 
days journey through the desert to the boundary of Canaan. It was God who showed 
the spies the land flowing with milk and honey. That description is shorthand for a land 
with plentiful water and vegetation and flowers. That is how you get milk from cows 
flowing, and honey from the bees flowing! It was God who reduced the wall of Jericho, 
and who defeated their enemies for them. If this is not evidence that it was their God 



who had carried them so far, what would it take? I think we are as guilty as they were as 
regards our religious history. 
 
Did you know that Scotland was once known as the ‘Land of the Book,’ and ‘the Land of 
many Revivals?’ What are we known for today? Irn Brew, whisky, drunkenness, drug 
abuse and shortbread! The Church of Scotland has forgotten so many things. There 
were incredible communion seasons in the past where tens of thousands gathered for 
the 5 day Communion Season, where anything up to 20 sermons would be preached by 
half a dozen ministers who came together for these high and holy days. Were these 
seasons perfect? No they were not, there is always the presence of hypocrisy when 
many people gather together, but the Communion Seasons did not merit the scorn of 
Robert Burn’s poetry! Some will know the poem I allude to. 
 
We need to face what we have ignored and what we have lost. When God removes His 
presence from His people it is not because He does not love them. It is because the 
stench of our transgressions, iniquities and sins have turned His stomach. This is what 
Jesus came to face, take upon Himself and deal with for us. There is a very distinct 
smell when human flesh becomes gangrenous. There is a very distinct smell when sin 
is rampant in a people and God is very sensitive to that smell! Do you now see why I 
speak so often about the crying need for repentance, humility and seeking God? The 
Shekinah glory has departed from the church and there is more amusement than 
amazement, more organizing than agonizing, more of worldly wiseman than godliness. 
(Apologies to Leonard Ravenhill) If you think this too harsh or are offended by this, then 
I would ask you to read the Christian history of Scotland. A good starting place is to 
research the Hebridean revivals of the 1800 and 1900’s. Then for more, have a look at 
the ‘Scots Worthies.’  I do not think there can be many nations which have had such 
mercy and grace extended to them from God, even in the midst of all the other historical 
ructions, or had such a role in mission and in evangelism amongst the nations. 
However, this is not true of us now, certainly nothing as extensive as before.    
 
 
Verse 5-7. 
These verses once more contrast the living God with the idols fabricated by a man. 
There is no comparison, is there? Verse 7 has the word ‘carries’ once more, but as 
stated before, idols are carried by men, they cannot carry others, they never could, and 
they never will. The idol cannot even move itself never mind save the people, yet people 
continue in their foolishness and become useless.  
 
Idolatry is a very serious and debilitating thing. Whatever we look to for security, for 
help, for salvation other than God or before God, is an idol. This does not mean that we 
refuse medicine when we are ill or refuse to take it. If we receive it with appreciation to 
the doctor, but with thanksgiving to God, then we sanctify it. We acknowledge that it is 
still God at the root of how medicines work, they are not substitutes to God, but God 
given. The same with other things. Reputation, wealth, honour are not wrong in 
themselves, but only if we misuse them. We pointed out before that Assyria and 
Babylon were judged by God because they thought that it was by their own ability they 



had captured Israel. They did not see that it was God who had raised them up. If they 
had realized this, they may not have devastated the land and people with such vicious 
relish, but with fear in case they overstepped the bounds of God’s intent. Everything is 
given to us. Therefore Paul tells the Corinthians not to be proud, to look down on others 
less gifted, or to consider themselves a self-made people. 
 
Verses 8-13  
These verses repeat the justified claim of God that it is only He who has and can tell 
what is yet to come. History to this point can do nothing but confirm this to be true. We 
also see that judgment and mercy are the two sides of the same coin. With one hand 
God holds the rod of correction, and with the other, He sooths the wounds with His 
promises, Verses 12 and 13 of salvation. The diseased wound has first to be purged 
and cleansed, then the healing ointments can be applied and have their full healing 
effect. To dress an unclean wound is only to invite infection and death. The wound 
being cleansed is painful and it smarts, but then it will heal. This is the love and 
judgment of God working for the good of the people. 
 
It is important to work with all these ideas and passages. If we are to interpret our own 
age and have any insight into the present affairs of life, we have to raise the matter of 
divine judgment and future grace. To pass over the ructions happening in the world, the 
nation and our own lives, and to dismiss the possibility that God has an issue with the 
nations and with the church, and with me, is to be deaf and blind and hard hearted. 
Have we forgotten the lessons we have heard? It is righteousness that exalts a nation, 
but sin is a disgrace, or brings disgrace on any people. Have we forgotten what 
recommended David to God? God looks on the heart, man looks on the exterior. We 
live in an age when we are almost fully taken up with how we look, what our celebrity 
status is, and what people say and think about us. Is that not how Facebook makes its 
money, by keeping people obsessed by what is said about them by others and by how 
many people you have as ‘friends’ who then bad mouth you! It is not easy to identify the 
idols of our own age, but we have made ourselves our own idols. Chapter 46 should 
help us dethrone idolatry and make it the terrible laughing stock that it is. 
 
Chapter 47 
This chapter concerns the fall of Babylon to Cyrus. God who raised up Babylon to be 
the rod of discipline will now raise up Cyrus to be His rod on wicked Babylon and also 
His hand to restore the remnant of Israel back to Jerusalem. A general overview of 
God’s ways concerning the nation is given in these verses. The picture is of a woman 
who has lived in luxury and splendor falling on hard times. The proud woman is 
Babylon. It might be harrowing, but accurate to think of the many pictures we have seen 
of refugees fleeing their towns and cities when troubles break out. Even the richest of 
the inhabitants end up in rags and bare legs fleeing from the terror. This is the picture 
painted here of the city and people of Babylon. They will become like refugees and it will 
be God’s doing. I have seen refugees who have arrived in the UK and who are now 
working in coffee shops telling the TV reporters that back home they were doctors and 
teachers and lawyers, but had to flee their homes. This is what is going to happen to 
Babylon. Why will God do this to the great city? Look at verse 6. God was angry with 



His people because of their sin, but the Babylonians were over-zealous and without 
mercy in their actions. The Babylonians were so intoxicated by their might and glory that 
they strutted like gods, but they did not think about their rise to this position and heed 
the history of other kingdoms that had risen and fallen. The UK and the West needs to 
consider this. We will be a nation of fading renown until God decides on building us up, 
or to tear us down completely. It is not Brexit or pandemic which is the problem, these 
are consequences and warnings to consider and amend our ways. The problem is how 
we stand with God.  
 
How do we stand with God? Are we in fellowship with Him, walking in trust and 
obedience, or are we saying one thing with our lips, while saying something different in 
our hearts? If this is how we are, then we are just like the people of Judah and 
Jerusalem and there are troubles ahead. 
 
Look at verses 7, 8, and 10. If these verses do not show us the pride and high self-
regard of the nation of Babylon, what will? They thought that they were the kingdom that 
would remain, a 1000 year Reich and all that sort of nonsense. This was a nation that 
was strutting like a peacock, that was flying high, that was in full flower! However it 
would not remain so. Babylon was big in idolatry and dark cultic activities. However 
much they revered seers and spells, sorcerers and stargazers, they did not see what 
was coming. Do people really think that ‘horrorscopes,’ I miss spell that purposely, and 
tea leaves at the bottom of a cup can reveal the fates and future of a people and a 
nation? Flee from such foolishness. At the least it is childish foolishness. In fact it is 
idolatry, and at worse it invites the influence of demons. At every level it is a provocation 
of God who alone rules the universe and who knows the end from the beginning. 
 
If Babylon existed today, what would it look like? It would be a prosperous nation, a 
powerful nation. She would be an arrogant nation regarding herself as knowledgeable, a 
cut above all other nations, and having a false sense of security. This leads to self-
indulgence and eventually to the gulf between the rich and poor increasing. Lip service 
would be paid to the ‘lower classes’ who generally would be treated as losers. Does it 
sound like some nations today? Including our own? What do you think? You see, all this 
Old Testament stuff does cut to the bone. We have it as a warning not to desire evil, but 
still we do. We think that we can control our own destiny as regards wealth and health 
and security. I wonder at what point the Greeks and the Romans and the Egyptians and 
other past kingdoms began to see that they were passed the tipping point of no return.  
 
Babylon was going to fall to Cyrus in the future, God said it would, and it did. 
 
Chapter 48. 
Isaiah returns to the subject of Jerusalem. Having spoken of the city of Babylon, he now 
speaks of Jerusalem. The city is going to be rebuilt and a people restored to it. This is a 
promise and a hope that God gave the people even as they were deported to exile. All 
this was going to happen in the future not because the people had become perfect 
citizens of Jerusalem. Nothing was further from the truth, but God was doing it for His 
own sake. Jerusalem was like the pot on the wheel that was spoiled. The potter 



destroyed it, but from the same clay, he built up a new pot. The city would be rebuilt and 
God’s people would inhabit it again for one reason and one reason only. Verse 2, it is 
the Holy city, the city God has chosen as His dwelling place. It was for God’s own sake 
that He would be faithful to His covenant promise and fulfill His purposes even though 
the people of God remained, verse 4, a stiff necked, a defiant people. 
 
Once again, God reproves them for their trust in idols and gods that were no gods. 
There is here a declaration of the uniqueness of God, He tells the end from the 
beginning and acts in absolute sovereignty. I suppose that with all this repetition of 
these contrasting facts at some point we would expect the people to admit the truth of 
what God says, but as yet there is no such admission. Why? Because they are still stiff 
necked.  
 
Verses 12 -22 are addressed to the captives. This is God as it were taking them aside 
to announce something very important, so they are to listen very carefully. The 
importance of this is emphasized by its repetition in verses 12, 14, and 16. Listen, listen, 
listen. I imagine a parent putting their finger on the lips of a chattering child and getting 
their attention that something important was to be said to them.  
 
God chides them in verse 18. ‘If only you had listened.’ This was hindsight. Ever looked 
back on your life and wondered what if we had done something differently. Have you 
ever looked back and seen how important some decisions were that did not seem 
important at the time, but now we see that we were at a cross roads and didn’t realise it. 
God tells them what they missed. Verse 19 tells them what could have been, but they 
missed all this grace. This may be something that we who are older see. We look back 
and see in part so much grace that we squandered or missed. I think that this is part of 
what God wiping away every tear is about when we see what could have been as 
opposed to what actually was. God lets us see some of this to make us speed up our 
spiritual speed for the remainder of our lives. 
 
Then the message comes, the important thing that the remnant of the people must hear. 
Verse 20, they must leave Babylon. The exiles had settled in Babylon. A letter from 
Jeremiah was to be written to encourage the exiles to increase in numbers, to build 
houses and have children and to seek the welfare of the city so that it would go well with 
them. This was a bit like what happened in Egypt, the slave people increased and when 
they left they became a nation of a million people in a night! This is what would have 
come to mind when Isaiah then spoke about their leaving Babylon as an Exodus. It was 
to be that just as God sustained the Israelites in the exodus, so He would care for those 
who returned just as He had for those who left Egypt.  
 
There is a hymn that says, 
 

‘O God thou art much other  
Than men have thought or taught. 

Unspoken in all language,  
Unpictured in all thought. 



 
In these chapters God is revealed as much other than the people of Judah and 
Jerusalem had thought. His holiness and righteousness was much hotter than they 
thought. The depths of judgment showed that. God’s faithfulness and integrity is greater 
than they thought. Even though He should have cast the people off utterly, as they were 
deserving of nothing from Him, yet He would be true to Himself and save the unsavable.   
We can learn from all this. The lesson is simple but very profound. Everything and every 
promise that God has made will be fulfilled by Him for His own sake. He will have a 
redeemed people for His own. He will have a beautiful Bride for His Son. He will at the 
end have a glorious Church composed of Christ-like people who will live in a way that 
reflects well on Him. 
 
The message of judgment is serious because in it we see that multitudes face only this, 
and only a remnant see the salvation of God. Even Christians suffer in judgment, but 
even in times of judgment, God can set a table for His own in the presence of the 
enemy. Ps 23. The question is this, even in the day of trial, what will we do? Will the 
clay contend with the potter, or will we return to God with all of our hearts, soul, mind 
and strength. The days we are living in are days of testing, of judgment, and a great 
sifting is underway. Are we looking to get back to ‘normal,’ or are we looking for a 
different normal? A godly normal, or hankering for the garlic, onions and leeks the 
Hebrews wanted to get by returning to the captivity of Egypt. It is tragic that what so 
many miss in these days of restrictions is their entertainments and the pub. 
 
I hope that if and when this pandemic wains that there will be a return to God’s normal 
in the church, a return to devotion to the Apostle’s teaching, fellowship, the breaking of 
bread and prayers. If not, then we can expect future ructions and judgments. It is God’s 
love and mercy that will do this. May it never be that God finally washes His hands of us 
and casts the nation of Scotland out of His purposes. 


