
Sunday 27th December 2020 
Isaiah 56 

The Certain Promise of the Covenant and the seriousness of wicked Leaders.  
 

With this chapter, we enter upon the third part of Isaiah as the scholars divide it. The 
prophecy here is of especial relevance to the returnees from the exile. These last 
chapters 56-66 contain many well-known and lofty passages. They also contain many 
passages of rebuke and correction, and so we have a mix between the ideal Israel 
restored, triumphant and glorious, and the actual state of the people back in the land in 
something less than the reality of future glory. As I have said a number of times, the 
prophecy of Isaiah is very dynamic and looks forward and takes in the near future while 
looking ahead into the distant future when the ages of the world will be consummated, 
and the hoped for glory of the Lord will be manifested in its fullness. 
 
We need to have an eye on the future glory to keep us walking through the incomplete 
and the imperfect present, but always with hope of an outpouring of the Holy Spirit and 
grace. We need to hold the vision of future glory to keep us going on when we are in 
darkness as we noted at the end of chapter 50. If we lose sight of things above as 
spoken of by Paul in Colossians 3.1, then our pilgrimage on earth will be a drudgery or 
we will just settle down and miss the grace that could have been ours. God will help the 
returnees from exile. He has nothing good to say to those who in disinterest, rebellion or 
fear refuse to move.  
 
Once again let me stress that the only thing the returning exiles had was God’s promise 
which was to be believed and acted upon. God gave good leaders to them who helped 
them rebuild when they returned to Jerusalem. This included both leaders like 
Nehemiah and Ezra as well as the prophetic voices of Zechariah and Haggai. Both of 
these strands of leadership were very much aligned with God’s word. These were the 
leaders who did what the Lord commanded in Jeremiah 6.16.  
 

‘Stand at the crossroads and look; 
Ask for the ancient paths, 

Ask where the good way is, 
And walk in it.’ 

 
This is not a hankering to go back to some traditions or old habits. This is not going 
back to asking the men to wear suits to church or hats for the ladies. It is not saying we 
must go back to the King James Bible or do away with organs or bands. It is not about 
incidentals like these. We have had hints of what this means when we were told to look 
to Abraham, to the rock from which we were hewn. The ancient paths and the good way 
is faithfulness to the Covenant, faith and obedience, trust and dependence on God. The 
principle sign of dependence on God is shown by our prayer life. If we are not much at 
prayer, it shows that we think we can stroll through life depending on our own wits and 
ability. These are the ancient paths and the good way. As an aside, the ancient paths 
and the good way of the early church was simplicity. Acts 2.42, tells us of the practice of 
the church that turned the world upside down. They devoted themselves to the Apostles 



teaching, fellowship, the breaking of bread and prayers. This is the church at work, this 
is the church alive and at warfare. Everything else is absolutely useless apart from the 
holding of these as priorities. We need to ask ourselves how we have been doing as a 
church. If all we are is busy, then what is the point? If there are few, if any being 
converted and built up, then no matter how busy we think we are, it is of no value. The 
Church of Scotland is in rapid decline, and all the grand schemes and plans we have 
proposed have failed to either stop decline or do much good to those still there. If 
everything we do does not arise out of prayer and fellowship with God and each other, if 
all we do is not prayed over and agonized over until God pours His Spirit upon it, it will 
accomplish nothing. Now back to Isaiah! 
 
I will look only at chapter 56 this week being Christmas week, I will keep it shorter today. 
 
Firstly a brief overview of the state of affairs that met the first group of people who 
returned to the land.  
 
A small group of people made the first return to the land. They were not mighty, and 
they came to a very different city from which their fathers had departed and very 
different conditions to which they were accustomed to in Babylon. The people returned, 
but not as an autonomous people, but a people subject to the rule of Persia. In some 
sense, they were now captives in their own land, but the land was ruined and hostile. 
There were people in the land who had not gone into exile, there were foreign people 
who had been planted in the land by order of Cyrus. This led to suspicions and 
uncertainties on how the returnees should regard these alien groups and how they 
should relate to them. On return, they did not enter a golden age of wellbeing and 
plenty. This would develop with time and as more people returned form the exile, but its 
fulfillment was still to come. The Messiah was still to come, die, rise, and then the end 
would come once all the nations had been subdued, so the glorious kingdom promised 
was the hope of future glory.  
 
We see the weakness of the first returnees by the promise in verse 8 that there is a 
dynamic process in operation and God promises that more exiles will yet return. More 
people from exile and others scattered to other nations will return, but all this will take 
time. 
 
Firstly God speaks to the people about how they are to live in the land. There are two 
matters they must attend to. Firstly, they are to ‘maintain justice.’ One of God’s issues 
with the people, which led to them being taken into exile as a judgment, was that there 
was a divorce between their religious observation and their manner of life. Their 
religious observation while busy, was not from the heart. The final complaint of the Song 
of the Vineyard in Isaiah 5.7 was that rather than justice being the fruit of the Vine, there 
was only bloodshed and the instead of righteousness there was only the voice of 
distress. 
 
God loves righteousness and justice because He is righteous and just. Psalm 89.14 is 
of interest here. 



 
‘Righteousness and justice are the foundation of your throne; 

Love and faithfulness go before you.’ 
 

All these four attributes go together, but in the pre-exile history of Israel and Judah they 
were only prominent during brief periods when Kings arose who walked in the ways of 
David. So many of the kings of Israel and Judah were wicked men. The result of this 
was that for much of the time, despite the tons off incense burned in the temple over 
many years, there was more often a stench emanating from the land, rather than the 
sweet smell of faith and obedience. There are some pongs that not even the strongest 
perfumes can cover, and the worst is the stench of sin. 
 
We read in the law and in proverbs about the penalties for using unjust scales, unjust 
money lending, unjust coveting of lands and wealth, and that injustice was a serious 
feature of the people of Israel. Human nature does not change unless God enters our 
lives, and as it was back then, so it is today. 
 
Everywhere we look, we see and hear of corruption. We complain of the corruption of 
many African countries, but the UK is no better, probably worse. Corruption is endemic 
in world affairs because corruption fills the hearts of mankind. Probably like many 
others, I have inwardly fumed at cases of injustice and inequity that we hear about on 
the news. We hear of people who are evicted from their homes because of mortgage 
arrears, but others who have raided the pension pots of their companies seem to get 
away with it. We hear of people being sent to prison for this crime or that, but others are 
able to jump on a flight and flee the courts. We hear of people who are jailed for saying 
things unpopular with their governments, while others start wars on contrived evidence 
and get away with it. 
 
These are only the surface of the injustices which are of epidemic proportions in the 
world. There is the injustice of the discrepancies between resources amongst the 
Nations, between the poor and the rich. Only changed hearts and new men can change 
this sorry situation. By that I mean not just a change of mind, but a new heart by New 
Birth. I never ever thought that I would live to see queues of people lining up for 
foodbanks in America of all places!  
 
Then there is bloodshed. It seems to me that we spend billions of pounds to discover 
even more exquisite ways of killing each other. Mustard gas, nerve agents, ballistic 
missiles, high velocity bullets, remote control drones. There are wars and starvations, 
ethnic cleansings and abortion on demand, and many other ways in which our hands 
are covered in blood. All of this arises from the fallen and deceitful heart of man. In the 
return from exile, in the church today, in the expanse of time yet to elapse before the 
consummation of the age, justice which arises from unconditional love is a matter of 
importance. 
 
The second issue for the returnees is to ‘do what is right.’ It matters how they were to 
live. In returning to their own land, they were not to resort to their old ways. Those ways 



had not worked before, and they would not work now. It is difficult for us, as it was for 
them, not to go back to their familiar ways. Even though all things were meant to be 
new, there were many who returned to their old ways of living. As an aside, the second 
line of the Lord's Prayer is hallowed be your Name. How is God’s Name hallowed? It is 
hallowed by Christians living to the praise of God’s glory, living in holiness so that we 
reflect well on God. If as Christians we are lukewarm, content to live with our ‘little sins,’ 
casual as regards obedience to Hs word, then how is it that we expect God to hear our 
prayers. We cannot progress in the Lord’s Prayer until we are in relationship to God as 
our Father through faith in Christ, and we cannot go on unless holiness is an issue to 
which we are increasingly giving attention. 
 
What we are looking at here is a contrast between what will be and what is. The people 
were living between the present difficult circumstances they were presented with on 
their return, and the dawning of the day of completion of the promise. They were living 
in two ages, the now and the not yet. We also live in a gap between the ages. We have 
moved further on because we live in the AD not the BC, but we live between the first 
coming of Christ and His second and last coming. We live in an age of now but not yet. 
The Kingdom of God has come in Christ, but it still awaits its fulfillment. This means that 
we live under the influence of two ages, the present evil age and the glorious age yet to 
come. 
 
We see this outworked in the great and sad cycles of life, both secular and Christian 
history. We see historically and in our own time great churches which have arisen and 
then have corrupted themselves and fallen. We hear of days of revival where whole 
communities were saturated with the presence of God. We then see the revivals wain 
and settle and while fruit of revival remains, the fire has all but died out. This is the 
wonderful and sad state of living in the imperfect now, and with periods when the 
perfect which is to come, seems to come near, only to fade again. This is why we need 
to see and hold onto the vision of future glory. 
 
Verses 3-8 address very practical quandaries that faced the people as they returned to 
the land. What are they to do with people who according to Law had no part with the 
people? The Law did not permit a eunuch or a foreigner to associate with Israel. The 
reason for this was the possible influence of foreign religion on the religion of Israel. We 
have seen that one of the main sinful practices of the people was the adoption of foreign 
gods which led to idolatry. Eunuchs were especially associated with pagan religion. 
 
It was not quite as simple as that. You may remember that even in the exodus there 
were non-Jewish people who left with the Israelites. There was provision for non-
Israelites to join with them, and their calling was to be a light to the Gentiles and for 
these to come to like faith with them. The challenge was how this would be done without 
the bad influences from pre-exile days to recur. These verses depict sincerity of heart in 
the foreigners and eunuchs, especially visibly expressed by Sabbath keeping. This was 
not a Sabbath keeping of chaining up children’s swings and having long faces and 
suffering the denial of what we would rather be doing. That is a sham of what the 
Sabbath is about. 



 
The Sabbath is to be kept because God kept a Sabbath when He rested from His work. 
It is about the recognition of God’s completion of all things, and a reminder that He will 
bring all things to a completion. It is an expression of faith. It is an expression of trust 
that we are to trust for our daily bread, not work seven days a week for it as if the world 
spinning around depended on us. It is a day to rest, to give thanks to God, to 
acknowledge His providence and rule. If a foreigner and a eunuch did this, they were 
truly people of God! 
 
Verse 7 is quoted by Jesus in Matthew 21.13 when He drove out the money changers in 
the Temple. In His day, the house had become a den of robbers, and this is what is 
being warned of in the above verses, the use of religion for our own purposes and not in 
relationship to God. It is a sad fact that there is a great deal of the market place in the 
church today. People sell books and DVD’s and all sorts of trinkets, and much of it is 
rubbish. It interests me that Jesus was a man of prayer, who spoke and taught about 
prayer, who gave us a blue print of prayer, and that this was taken up by the apostles in 
Acts 2.42 already alluded to. The practice of prayer is an activity of dependence on 
God. Those who see their need of God pray. Those who see the wickedness of their 
own hearts and the deceptiveness of their own hearts pray a lot. People who see the 
sad state of the world, and care, pray. A sigh of sincerity of faith is that people pray. 
This was a sign in the days of the returning exiles, it was a sign in Jesus day, and it is a 
sign of sincerity today.  
 
Over the years I have read many surveys of how people practice prayer. These surveys 
are often astonishing in a bad way. One survey discovered that the ‘average’ minister 
prayed for 3 minutes a day!  God’s Temple was a place of prayer, and the church are to 
be a people of prayer. One of the old Scots worthies considered a day wasted if he did 
not pray 8 hours a day. Luther extended his morning prayer to 4 hours from 3 if his day 
was especially busy. 
 
In verses 9-12 we have another of the challenges which faced the returning exiles, and 
that was the condition of their leaders and the coming into their midst of wicked people. 
The church has not always been good at distinguishing the weeds from the wheat. 
Indeed the parable Jesus taught tells us that in the early stages of growth it is not 
always possible to distinguish the tares from the good seed. The ingress of the wicked 
amongst the people and in the Church is compared with ravaging beasts. The world is 
in the church and is well settled there. There are more systems from the market place 
used than from the Scriptures, and everything from Bibles to songs are marketed and 
promoted like any other commodity. That may be safe to do if the two greats are held as 
non-negotiable priorities, the Great Commandment and the Great Commission. These 
two applied to ancient Israel and to today’s Church, and Israel was severely disciplined 
by judgments because they failed in the first, and were rendered unfit for the second as 
they failed to love the Lord their God with all their heart and soul and mind and strength.  
Why should anyone doubt that discipline and judgment has come upon the Church over 
the ages and will come if we do not turn and love the Lord our God with all our hearts, 
souls, minds and strength. The history of Israel is given to teach and warn us to avoid 



their mistakes and sin’s. However, we blunder on in the same godless ways and then 
wonder why things go badly with us. 
 
What makes this especially dangerous is that even though there are watchmen on the 
walls, the generality of these watchmen are blind and do not distinguish the good from 
the bad, the safe from the dangerous.  Such are like dogs that cannot bark, that is not a 
good recipe for a guard dog! Not only do they not see and bark at danger, but they are 
bad shepherds and are in it as a career only. It is an observation from history that we do 
not like being confronted with God’s truth, and many react against it in violence and 
persecution. False prophets, bad watchmen cry ‘peace, peace,’ even while the enemy is 
at the gates! It is sad that this has been the experience of much of the Church of 
Scotland. I know several former ministers who looked on this as just a job to be done 
like any other. Fortunately, I have known more for whom this was a calling and indeed 
something that they had to do because it would be sinful to refuse. I have friends in the 
ministry who agonise over the work, for who is sufficient for such things. Who are any of 
us to stand up and to speak to men on behalf of God, and before that, and of much 
greater importance, to have come to the throne of grace to speak to God on behalf of 
men?  
 
These were some of the things which faced those who returned to the land. It could be 
summarized in this way. How do we live and conduct ourselves with a sincere faith in a 
very uncertain set of circumstances. The answers will follow, but as a taste, it is by 
casting ourselves utterly on God. This was forever the way it should have been, and it 
was only this which would prevent a repeat performance of sin and rebellion and 
estrangement in this new day of returning to the land. ‘Trust and obey, for there’s no 
other way to be happy in Jesus than to trust and obey.’  This was true in Israel’s day 
and it is true now. It is time to heed God’s call to return to Him with all we are.     
 
  


