
Sunday 3rd January 2021 
Isaiah 57 

Bad Leadership and the Humble and Contrite 
 

At the close of chapter 56 God brings an accusation against the leaders of Judah and 
Jerusalem. Remember that Isaiah has been looking back at the sinfulness and rebellion 
of the whole nation, and looking forward to the exile. He is also looking beyond that to a 
return of a remnant from exile and on towards the consummation of the age. This is why 
there is the movement from hard passages about guilt and judgment to those of great 
promise and glory. It is important that we see what was, and what is and what is to 
come. The close of 56 and chapter 57 up to verse 12 tell us God’s complaint principally 
against the leaders of the people, and the reason for His biting words against them. 
 
We have already had a catalogue of descriptions telling us how God viewed these sinful 
people. They have been described as people diseased from head to toe and beyond 
any medicine to cure. They have been described as bad grapes and bad figs unfit for 
consumption. They have been described as spoiled pots and unfaithful brides. They 
have been called Sodom and Gomorrah, now we come to equally terrible descriptions.  
 
To set the scene further, the people did not see themselves in this light. They saw 
themselves as a wise and shrewd people. Their position was that it was wise to make 
treaties with other nations in the interest of military and economic security. They thought 
that as long as they did God’s religious thing, it did not matter if they also harmonized 
with the religious culture of the nations with which they traded and made agreements. 
They did not perceive that they were sucked willingly into idolatry, pride and a casual 
attitude to their God’s rule. They thought that they were splendid people playing all the 
angles and having all eventualities covered. This was not how God viewed them. 
 
No matter how the cake is cut up, God who demanded the full cake, was being robbed 
of the devotion and glory due to Him, and that state would not be left unaddressed 
forever. The people had all but dismissed as fables the possibility of actual judgment. 
Judgment happened to other people and other ages, not to them, the thoroughly 
modern and sophisticated people! This despite all that had befallen them, they still could 
not come to terms with actual judgment, and tried all the more to sort things out by 
themselves. 
 
We have in verses 1 and 2 a concept which sounds very strange to 21st century ears. 
The situation is that the righteous, the godly, die and this does not strike people as 
strange and concerning. Devout men die and the people do not understand. What is 
happening here is that God’s choice servants are being taken by God in death to spare 
them the sorrow and suffering of what is to come. God is giving these people a sudden 
death rather than a slow and lingering death. These enter into peace whereas those 
who are left will have no peace. I don’t want to say too much about this because it is a 
subject in its own right. However, when the devout who are salt and light in a land or 
community are taken from a nation, what will happen? Darkness and decay will 
increase.  



 
The mood suddenly changes in verse 3 and becomes quite dreadful. ‘Sons of sorcerers, 
offspring of adulterers and prostitutes, mockers, rebels, liars.’ Can you imagine a guest 
speaker at General Assembly beginning their speech with this and not the usual 
deference of saying, ‘Moderator’?  But this is what is happening to these people. These 
are not a pleasant combination of words, and as God through Isaiah expands on them, 
it gets worse. Remember, the people just do not see the danger of their situation. You 
can almost hear them saying, ‘This can’t be true of us!’ 
 
‘But you – come here,’ sounds to me like God calling the wretched rabble in the gutter 
to attention. Then verses 3 and forward depict a people caught up into all the things 
God hates, and they are both whole hearted in their depravity, but also in utter bondage 
to it. Look at verse 10. This depicts a people who are not satisfied by what they do, but 
are powerless to stop doing it. This sinful way has become an addiction that wearies 
and torments until the next fix can be obtained, but the relief only lasts until the next fix 
is needed. This is a picture of utter bondage, wretchedness and denial.  
 
Here is the rub. This is not being spoken to a handful of hard core sinners, but the 
genteel, the well to do, the respectable in their own eyes, to the religious people. I 
suppose that in a world full of disease ridden people, no one smells the stench of decay 
because the smell of decay is normal. There are a number of chemicals which turn into 
vapour when exposed to the dampness of the air. I recall that one of them is 
Phosphorous Pentachloride. It vapourises into hydrochloric acid which smells bad. 
However, it burns the lining of the nose so that after a short time we no longer smell it, 
but are still inhaling it which is dangerous. This was what the people were like. They 
were loaded down and being poisoned by their own stink, but had ceased to notice it or 
smell it. Every generation thinks that they are better than the previous one, whereas 
each generation sinks deeper into sin unless God steps in. No wonder they were 
offended when called by such names. To see their need of a cure, they had to see their 
sickness and depravity, but they were just about beyond the point of being able to see 
their need, and even when told, they objected to God’s diagnosis. If we were to read 
Jeremiah, we would see how strongly the people reacted to the message of judgment. 
 
Nothing has changed over time. The ascent of man appears to be more a descent of 
man. The utopia promised by the false prophets never was and never will happen. 
Rather, while the people of Judah and Jerusalem continued in their own way, they were 
heading deeper and deeper into a dystopia. This is still happening today. We are told of 
great days to come by our leaders, we are promised cures for this and that, but it seems 
that just as one advance is made, a new disease arises! Even after the ‘War to End 
Wars,’ there are still wars and rumours of war. Despite all the laws that are on the 
statute book, injustice and inequalities are rife. Nothing will change unless we as 
individuals are changed, and changed by the New Birth and the indwelling of Christ. We 
need to be changed from the inside out. This is what the text of the Lord’s Prayer is 
about. It is about a radical transformation, as radical as being born anew all over again. 
This change is the crying need of our day. We need Christians to arise and pray 
according to the pattern of The Lord’s Prayer and to do this without ceasing. We need to 



be a people who know God as Father, who are jealous of His honour and so live in such 
a way that His name is hallowed. Our great concern should be for His kingdom to come, 
and His will to be done on earth as it is in heaven. This is God’s will, this is the great 
vision of the age, and this is to be the prime motive for our lives. It is all of this or 
nothing. 
 
Read verses 3-13 for yourselves. These are written to the Church, to the Church in the 
UK, to the Church in this place and to each of us individually. We can ignore them, or 
we can respond to God so that they cease to describe us. I am sure many would say 
that these words cannot apply to us because we are good and have done nobody any 
harm, but that is what the people of Judah and Jerusalem said. The better response is 
that of Paul when he came under the conviction of the Law. Romans 7.24-25. 
 

‘What a wretched man I am! 
Who will deliver me from this body of death? 

Thanks be to God – through Jesus Christ our Lord!’ 
 

There is a cure for those who own God’s diagnosis, it is Christ and Christ alone. 
 
Verse 11 is very telling.  
 

‘Whom have you so dreaded and feared 
That you have been false to me…? 

 
We live in days of fear. Not only Covid 19, but there is the fear of disease, failure, death, 
financial distress, ageing. The kids fear being left out of the circle of the cool kids, not 
being liked on Facebook, not being up to date with the gossip, not being liked by the 
opposite sex and endless other fears real and imagined. The world is full of fears except 
the one great fear which liberates and that is the fear of God. To fear God is a fear but 
also an awe and a respect, but it is the awareness that we have to do with a Person of 
elevation and perfection in every sphere of life as we know it, and beyond it!  Unless we 
have Jesus in our hearts, fears of things will rule us. No matter how we fill our lives with 
things, experiences, people, unless Christ is in our hearts, they will still be empty and 
things will not satisfy but need to be replenished with more things.  
 
Jesus told us not to fear those who could kill our bodies, but to fear the One who could 
kill body and soul. Do you remember the Apostle Peter who denied Christ because he 
feared the comments of a few peasants? Do you remember what he was like on the 
Day of Pentecost after he was filled with the Holy Spirit? He stood up fearlessly and 
preached off the cuff to thousands and convicted them of killing the Messiah. No fear of 
man there or fear of anything other than the fear of an awesome God.  
 
Whenever the awareness and knowledge of God is at a low ebb, people become filled 
with fear and go about trying to secure their own situations. What was it that caused 
some people to fight each other in supermarkets earlier this year? Fear that there would 
be a lack of toilet roll! Fear! We fear that God may not provide for us because we have 



forgotten His ways. We fear that He will not help us because we have forgotten, or have 
not known His attributes. We fear that we will be left helpless and embarrassed if we put 
our hope in God because our faith is so little and we live in a community largely devoid 
of any living faith. We fear because being a Christian means we do not keep in step with 
the popular trends. We fear because we do not want to nail our colours to the mast and 
be looked on as strange and different. Who wants to be the only boy in the class who 
still wears short trousers? Who wants to be the only girl in the class who wears last 
year’s fashions? All of this has happened many times before, so we are not the first 
generation to be faced with these radical questions that arise from fear and unbelief.  
 
Verse 13 tells us the outcome for those who walk in their own fearful ways and those 
who do what may seem by many to be foolishness, and trust in the Lord. Those who 
look to their own ways will fail, their schemes and idols will be blown away like chaff, but 
those who trust and obey will inherit the land of promise and promises of God. This is a 
verse very similar to Psalm 1. Do you remember Noah? He built an Ark in the desert. It 
took years to build it, and I imagine people grew used to the strange man building a 
boat far from the sea. However, the rains came! God’s people have always looked 
strange to the world, but when God appeared, it was they who were seen to be wise. 
Obedience to God always looks strange to world-lings when the life of the church is at a 
low ebb and obedience is not the norm. 
 
In contrast to the low life and the bad life and bad outcome of the wicked, verses 14-21 
tell us how the righteous will fare. There is a last comment to the wicked in verses 20-
21, but that is to underline the contrast between the two different hearted peoples. The 
faithful poor had not fared well in life, despised by the proud and denied justice, they 
had suffered in the land before the captivity. They were despised as losers by the high 
and mighty who seemed to be living the high life. Old habits did not die and even in the 
exile and the return there were abuses of the law and a class system. Those who had 
held the faith were not regarded as the noble in the land, but still carried the stigma of 
being simplistic and not facing reality. It was in fact the other way around. Those who 
saw that it was their sin which was the real problem were the realists and God now 
assures them that He will comfort and help them.      
 
The passage begins with a command spoken by God to an unknown hearer. The 
command is that the road be built up for His faithful people to return. There was a 
physical return, but also a spiritual return, and the latter is more in view at this time. 
There will be a coming home in every sense for the people, similar to the return of the 
Prodigal Son. The most important part of the Prodigal Son’s return was the 
reconciliation with the father and the father’s receiving him back into the home as a son 
and not as a slave. The return from exile succeeded only so far as the people returned 
to a reconciled relationship with their God and the bestowal of all the blessedness of 
kinship with the Father. 
 
It is to such, as were looking for this restoration, that God speaks. The road is in need of 
repair and there are obstacles in the way. There are always obstacles to be removed in 
coming to God and we need God to act on our behalf to remove them. Can He do it, will 



He do it? Yes, the High and Holy One who lives forever, will dwell, will make His home, 
will be beside the ones who are contrite, lowly, poor of spirit, meek, humble, who mourn 
for their own sin and that of others. These are the Sermon on the Mount people. These 
are the ones who are truly blessed. These are the people who are to be envied, who are 
the happy ones. This is Jesus preaching! Look at the words used to describe the people 
that God will comfort, heal and guide, those to whom He will give peace and turn their 
mourning into praise. It is not the high and mighty, it is not the rich or educated. It is the 
contrite and humble whom God will bless. The Sermon on the Mount tells us who in 
God’s eyes are the blessed, the happy, but in general not sufficient attention is paid to 
these words of Jesus. It is almost as if it is such a high standard and so contrary to the 
values of the world, perhaps we dismiss it as an absolute truth or imagine that God is 
joking!   
 
Verse 15 tells us that these comforted ones are the contrite, the lowly, verse 19, those 
who mourn. When did we last attend a gathering which was called for contrition, 
lowliness and mourning? Perhaps this is one of the factors that explains why we have 
not seen revival in many years and why the Church of Scotland is presently engaged in 
its great Radical Action Plan. This is actually neither radical nor action, it is a scheme for 
managing decline which is expected to continue. What is presented here is a radical 
action plan, it is not so much a plan as a condition. The righteous return knowing that it 
is sin which has led to the exile. It is the burden of sin and weakness, the knowledge 
that they are desperately in need of a God who can act, who can forgive and restore a 
people who have been all but destroyed. These are the poor in spirit who know and 
acknowledge that God’s diagnosis of their malady is correct and has prescribed a very 
hard course of treatment to get to the root of the infection. These are a people who 
acknowledge that they need God because without His grace nothing will change. These 
are the people that God will comfort and help. 
 
I think of the birth of Christ in verse 15. God coming down from heaven to be born to a 
poor couple, a new born king who is attended by shepherds not the mighty and noble, 
and who was ‘pleased as man with man to dwell.’ I think of Jesus who called fishermen 
to be His disciples, who held and blessed infants in His arms, who touched lepers and 
healed them, who let a woman who was unclean touch Him and then commended her 
for her faith, who went with a desperate father to heal his daughter, and who told a blind 
man to be brought to Him who had called out to Him for mercy again and again. 
 
Jesus was not like the celebrities who visit troubled places and make films to raise 
awareness and funds. Jesus came and lived amongst the ordinary people and received 
them more willingly than the religious elite. God delights to dwell with the contrite, the 
repentant and those who mourn for their own sin and that of the world. This is how God 
has been and this is the way He is now.  
 
What is to come in fullness and what is to come now? Verse 19 tells us. The double 
utterance of ‘Peace, Peace’ is an emphasis. It is a means which underlines and calls for 
close attention. What is being offered here is peaceful peace, deep peace, profound 
peace, the absolute perfection of peace, peace that reaches to parts ordinary peace 



cannot reach, a peace which is certain to be given. It is the peace of Salvation, it is 
complete rescue and safety.   
 
This peace begins now for the contrite, but its fullness comes at the end. The light of 
peace is breaking of the horizon and will increase to the full light of day, but only for the 
humble and contrite of heart. Let me finish with a story. I was in a South American 
country, very poor and with a restrictive government in place. The people are poor, but 
the Christians are happy because they have God and do not have many possessions to 
worry about. Our visit was drawing to a close and the church worker was going to check 
us into our flights three days before we were due to depart. She returned to tell us that 
our places were not confirmed and that the flight was not confirmed. Furthermore, only 
two of the three of us would possibly be given confirmed seats if the flight was actually 
going to exist. We three were somewhat concerned by this, but the pastor of the church 
we were visiting told us not to worry, it was only a ‘small matter!’ He had experience of 
this sort of thing and knew better than us that God would sort it out! God did, all three of 
us left on time on a flight which was not scheduled, the other flights we expected did not 
fly! 
 
The Pastor had more faith than us because in their poverty they had grown in faith for 
the practical day to day affairs and were learning to walk in humility and repentance. 
The outcome of this was that they experienced a peace beyond understanding and with 
it a joy that was palpable and wonderful. These folk were living with ‘Peace, Peace, the 
peace which is rare in our wealthy and fearful generation. It is with the lowly and contrite 
that God chooses to dwell. It is with the likes of the Apostle Paul that God dwells. Paul 
was continually seeing the depths from which he had been brought, and consequently 
he was also increasingly seeing the heights to which God had raised him. Paul spoke of 
himself as the least of the saints, a wretched man apart from the grace of Christ. 
However, he also saw believers as being raised and seated with Christ in the heavenly 
places, seated in Christ at God’s right hand, and made heirs of God and joint heirs with 
Christ. That is both depths and heights, and contrition and mourning and lowliness is 
the path to seeing the greatness of Salvation. 
 
Two paths of living are presented in this chapter, which one are we on, which one will 
we follow?     
 

 
   


