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Isaiah 59 

Vision and Reality 
 

We have all heard over the past year the claims of all sorts of bodies that they set a 
goal to accomplish certain things. At one stage we were told the government’s target for 
testing for the Covid 19 virus was to be so many thousand tests a week. When these 
targets were not met, there were questions asked in the House, and all manner of 
outrage expressed often by people who had no responsibility in actually doing the work. 
The media leapt on every promise made that was not met to the letter, and outrage was 
the name of the game. We have had ample evidence over recent years that what is 
envisioned and called for very rarely is what actually happens. This is true in every 
sphere of life. Sometimes it is because our expectations are unrealistic. For example, 
there was a burst of hope when the first Covid 19 vaccine was announced. I suspect 
that many people thought that this meant the pandemic over and people started to relax 
and become less careful because all would be solved. However, now the news is that 
even with mass vaccinations, and rapid manufacture of vaccine, it will take much of this 
year to get it to all adults. We will see how this works out. This was a case of unrealistic 
expectations that all would happen quickly and easily. Then there are the facts. What is 
hoped for is a huge logistical task, and is probably something easier to talk about than 
to achieve. 
 
This is the sort of situation which we find in Chapter 59 of Isaiah. Chapter 58 left us with 
a vision of light breaking out, healing, and the resurrection of a depleted and broken 
nation. All this was to be by the working of the power of God and it is a wonderful vision 
full of hope and promise. However, vision and promise has not only to be proclaimed 
and accepted, but it has to be responded to and worked through. If you are familiar with 
the books of Nehemiah and Ezra, you will know that when the exiles returned to the 
land, to Judah and Jerusalem, they did not return to a city rebuilt overnight or 
miraculously rebuilt by angels. They returned to a ruined city and they had to rebuild its 
walls stone by burned stone. They built with one hand on the builder’s trowel, and the 
other hand on their swords because there was still a threat of attack and conflict. 
 
In Ezra’s day, there were not only issues of discouragement in rebuilding the temple, 
but there were issues of moral disobedience and failure in many of the people. Let me 
put it this way. When the exiles returned, it signaled the expenditure of God’s wrath 
against the people. We saw this at the beginning of chapter 40, her hard service was 
finished, the jail sentence, as it were, was served. It is one thing for the criminal to end 
his sentence, it is another thing for him to go straight on release. It is even a further 
thing for the former criminal to get into gainful employment and become a positive 
benefit to the society which he had once offended against. 
 
The people who left exile were set free, but they now had the challenge of becoming 
what they had never been before. It was not enough to come out of exile and exist in a 
sort of ‘God neutral’ place, not that such a place exists, but they had to become actively 
righteous, they had to appropriate and become what God had envisioned and required 



of them. They could not just pick up from where their parents and forebears had been. 
They could not continue on in the old rebellious and sinful ways and expect the God 
who had just judged and punished such living to ignore such behavior. There is a delay 
between the vision of blessedness given, and the people conforming to this vision, and 
it takes serious and hard work to move from knowing the vision to it being a reality in 
our lives. The people had to change, and so do we, and that change does not happen 
overnight or by the work of fairy cobblers! It is a serious matter for God to give His 
vision, and then for His people not to be conformed to it. It is serious when we think that 
having knowledge of God’s will means that it will happen automatically without us 
undergoing radical application and change. The Doctor can prescribe medication, the 
chemist can fill the prescription, a home help can even set it out on a dish with a glass 
of water, but it is up to us to actually swallow it so that it can have its effect. There is a 
sense in which God can walk ten thousand miles towards us, but if we do not walk that 
inch to Him, there is no more He can do for us. The Lifeboat can motor at speed dozens 
of miles to come to our rescue, but if we will not grasp the rope thrown to us, we will 
perish even while help and hope is at hand. 
 
This was the situation which would exist amongst the exiles on their return. They now 
had to learn to live to God in a way they had never done before. Sadly, the majority of 
the people thought that what God required could be accomplished by external 
observations of religious things. Chapter 58 exploded that myth, but myths are difficult 
to explode for all, and in Chapter 59 we read of a people who thought that they could do 
religion and still keep on living in the same way as their fathers and to keep their sin. 
Chapter 59 is an exposure of the false and dangerous state of a religion that is external, 
but which does not touch the heart and hence the way of life. Hearts are to be engaged, 
not only heads. Manner of life has to be changed and motive of life is to be altered, not 
just observances offered. This is what is wrong with the reciting of the ‘Lord’s Prayer’ 
every week. Each line of that model prayer given by Jesus is a gospel in itself. How 
easy it is to say, ’Our Father in heaven,’ but to have no relationship with God as Father 
or any sense of belonging to a great body of people, the Church glorious and militant. 
Those four words should occupy a great deal of our thinking and reading of Scripture for 
the rest of our mortal lives. 
 
The late Mr. Still of Aberdeen used to often begin his pulpit prayers with ‘Father’ or 
‘Heavenly Father.’ Often, it seemed to me, even as he spoke these words, the presence 
of the Lord would come as if the Father was calling, ‘here I am, you called, I have 
come.’ This is, I believe, something that all Christians can and should experience at 
some time of our lives, and many times over the course of our lives. See Isaiah 58.9.  
To avoid a return to the way of life that was the norm before the exile, and led to the 
exile, the people had to be confronted with their sinful ways and do something about it. 
 
I have taken this long to introduce this chapter, because it is important not just to read it 
as something historical, which was said long ago to a specific people and so has no 
bearing or relevance to us today. This is a chapter which is for all and every age. We 
need to let it get under our skin. Are we living in the blessing of God? Are we living to 
the praise of God’s glory? Is our land, our economy flowing with milk and honey? Is the 



face of God towards us? Is our land being exalted by righteousness? I don’t believe so. 
We are in a plague, borders are closed, there is child poverty and hunger, the economy 
is struggling, farm prices are low, the standard of education is declining, the church is 
shrinking all across the board. If this is blessing, I don’t want it! It is not as bad as it 
could be, but it is getting worse, not better. This is not fatalism, because there is a 
reason and there is a solution. The cause is ever increasing sin, and the solution is a 
return to God, to His vision, to His promises by humility, repentance and faith. It is in 
rending our hearts and not just our garments that there is hope. More heart, less empty 
religious activity. All that said, let us turn to the text of Isaiah 59. 
 
The verses 1 and 2 are the reply of God to the supposed complaint of the people that 
God is not doing His part. It follows on from the same complaint in chapter 58 that the 
people had humbled themselves but God had not taken any notice. Perhaps He was 
disinterested, perhaps He was powerless. God replies in no uncertain terms. His arm is 
well able to reach out to them and to pull them out of the raging sea. He is not unable to 
hear their cry of distress even though the wave’s crash and the wind howls. His hearing 
is perfect. The cause of all this distress on the people does not lie in God, but with them 
one hundred percent. It is their sins which have caused God to withdraw from them. He 
had often saved them before, but like a wild beast rescued by a kindly benefactor, the 
moment it was saved, it turned on its rescuer.   
 
I once rescued a Red Squirrel which had managed to half run through a chicken wire 
fence, but had got stuck between its front legs and back legs. I rushed to get snips to 
cut the wire to free it and fortunately had the presence of mind to put on a heavy pair of 
leather and cloth work gloves. I freed the creature which immediately on my starting to 
free it, turned on me and bit me! Will God continue to rescue the people if all they do is 
turn and bite Him? God frees us to be His servants, not so that we can return to doing 
our own thing. 
 
Verses 3 to 8 is a dreadful catalogue and the summary of the obnoxious living of the 
people. I am sure that there are many of these charges we would claim cannot be 
leveled against us. For example, how many of us have hands stained by blood? Is this 
just true of back street abortionists, those who peddle drugs, those who make and sell 
arms, those who murder? In the first instance these are obvious targets. However we 
may need to modify some of these views. Are weapons necessary? History would 
indicate the value of deterrents and may be of great value in insurrections and domestic 
defense and peace keeping. But is this all they are sold for, and who are they sold to? 
They are sold by governments on our behalf. Thankfully there are groups of people who 
watch what is happening.  
 
Does the New Testament say anything about this? What about Jesus in the Sermon on 
the Mount? Matthew 5.21 and following has a comment on what murder means when 
applied at heart level. Read these words and I think we will have to concede that in 
Jesus terms we are all guilty of murdering people, their value and reputation in our 
hearts if not also in action and word. In this sense we have blood on our hands. We may 
still protest that this is a distant thing to actually having blood on our hands, and I sort of 



agree. However, if this is what God Almighty says, then should we not be concerned to 
heed what He says and not rebel and go with our own human ideas when the divine 
mind has been given? There are many other applications of this aspect, not only those I 
have raised.  
 
What about justice? We hear a lot about human rights. This now seems to mean that 
every group has a human right to pursue whatever life style and values they espouse. 
However when these views are contrary to Divine directive, they may be human rights 
bestowed by the human version of justice, but they are without foundation if not 
undergirded by God’s decrees. Anyone can shout as loud as they wish that God has to 
grant them entry to heaven, but if they do not go on God’s road, they will find their self-
appointed road to heaven has landed them at the gates of hell. We have seen that one 
of the prime charges of God is that the people, His people, had not upheld His quality of 
justice and that in commercial, social and all other aspects of life, the Jews were as 
guilty of the attitude of dog eat dog as any other nation. We could go on and on trying to 
tease out what lying lips and tongues muttering evil things means. What about verse 8, 
crooked paths?  
 
There was a story in the news a few years ago. A man saw a group of teenagers 
harassing an elderly woman in the street, He went over and chased them off without 
laying a finger on any of them. Later that afternoon the Old Bill arrived and charged him 
with assault. One of the yobs had fallen when he fled and landed in a puddle and was 
bringing an accusation of assault on the ‘hero.’ It went to court and the Hero was fined. 
He asked the Judge who handed down the fine what he should now do if he witnessed 
such an incident again. The Judge told him sadly that in future he should turn away and 
say and do nothing! Is that justice? No wonder God has issue with His people when He 
values and favours the poor and helpless. Our society has become sick, and is getting 
closer to death every year.  
 
Verse 9 applies what has been said in verses 3-8. This is a lament by the people, a 
certain people, but more of that in a moment. There is also an imbedded question in this 
lament, this question comes from God. It is the same sort of question we encountered in 
chapter 58.6. Just as God asked if the fast the people were undertaking was the sort of 
fast He chose, so here God as it were asks the question, is their perception of justice 
the same as God’s. Obviously not, because He tells them it is not, and the results of 
their justice do not produce the effects that God’s justice achieves. How can people who 
do not extend justice expect to receive justice? It is the same quandary as we find in the 
New Testament regarding forgiveness and mercy. How can God give mercy and 
forgiveness to those who will not forgive and who show no mercy? If He did this, would 
it not just confirm people in their evil ways? Crime continues because justice is slow and 
detection is low, so people think they have got away with it all. But they have not got 
away with it. God sees it all and the day will come, if not in this life, then after when 
justice will be done.  
 
The words we find in verses 9-15a are a lament, not of the people in general, but of a 
righteous remnant for whom these things matter. The careless sinner, the wicked are 



not concerned about justice and sin unless it impinges on their own comfort. This 
lament is the broken heartedness of a small number of people who are aware and 
acknowledge their corporate and personal guilt (verses 12 &13). This is the language of 
repentance and humility. We find such an attitude and response with Daniel and 
Nehemiah. Look up their prayers, they go like this, ‘we and our fathers have sinned’. 
Both an acknowledgement of personal and corporate guilt and an embracing of God’s 
verdict. They do not contest with God, nor do they blame others. They embrace the sin 
of others who will not acknowledge it themselves. This is a small group of people who 
are actually the hope of Israel, those who will stand in the gap and confess their own sin 
and that of the nation. This is representational repentance, this is a high form of 
intercession, these are the Christ-like who offer themselves in the place of their 
thoughtless brothers. These are the ones who pray and cry to God to have mercy upon 
those who are not asking for mercy and who do not even consider or know that this is 
what they desperately need. It is this that rouses God to arise and save since they are 
so few and so weak. 
 
These repentant and spiritually aware people are not having an easy or a nice time. 
They are almost overwhelmed by the burden of sin they are aware of. They long for 
relief and light to come, but find that they walk in gloom and very dim light due to their 
partial and severe blindness. Verses 9b-10 describes a very distressing condition. 
Searching as it were, but not able to find. Reaching and groping to find a way, but no 
obvious or easy way is found. I worked with people with learning difficulties many years 
ago, these were people with very significant issues. As part of our training we had a 
session where half those in training were given goggles which mimicked what partially 
sighted people may suffer. The goggles I had were to mimic severe cataracts. I could 
see light and movement, but little else. Each ‘victim’ was assigned a carer to ensure we 
did not harm ourselves. My carer was a tiny lady called ‘Mary Doll’ because of her 
stature. When I reached my arms out parallel I could only touch the top of her curly hair, 
so it was not easy for her to guide me. We were taken to a part of the office complex 
and our mission was to find our way back to our own training venue. I got lost, and 
walked into a meeting of a different company in the room next door to ours! It is not 
easy to find our way home with limited sight. This is how the remnant faired. 
 
Verse 12 is a very disconcerting verse. We may not confess our sins, but our sins will 
give evidence as it were when God sits on His bench. What does it mean? There are 
hints elsewhere that show us part of the meaning. Hebrews 12.24 comments on 
Genesis 4.10. The idea that before God, the shed blood of murdered Abel cries out for 
justice, for vengeance. There are more things in life that cry out to God than us. 
Romans 8.22 tells us that creation has groaned since the fall because by sin it was 
resigned to futility and decay. Then there is the experience of Abraham. God comes to 
him, Genesis 18.20-21. What outcry rose to God that caused Him to examine Sodom 
and Gomorrah Himself? It was the outcry of their sin, the stench of iniquity. There are 
many other cries that arise from the earth. Exodus 3.7. God saw and heard the cry of 
the Hebrews enslaved in Egypt. Should we not consider the cries that arise from the 
earth from the children who do not live to see the light, the widow bereft of husband and 
pension, the hungry children in the UK and all over the world? There are those who 



labour in the sweat shops who work and go deeper and deeper into debt to their 
employers. There are the thousands of children snatched away and sold as 
commodities. There are a lot of cries which arise, even when mostly they are not 
directed to God, they come to Him. To the degree that there are things we could do 
personally and as a community and nation, these cries are against us, and testify 
against us that we are not exercising the little bit of justice we could do. We cannot do 
everything, but we can do something. Even as I said last time, if we fast, the least we 
can do is spend what we saved on our own food to help another. In like manner, our 
sins rise to testify against us and God sees and hears their accusation. 
 
Verse 15 is sad. Even for those who seek to do justice, the way of righteousness sets 
them up as prey for the wicked. Why is it that when we try to do something we are often 
criticised and mocked? It is because of the wicked state of the majority. It is now a 
commonly held view that Christians should not seek to evangelise and seek others from 
different religious beliefs and cultures to turn to Christ. Those who do such things risk 
their lives in many countries. At home of late there are attempts to outlaw ‘Conversion 
Therapy.’ I am not totally sure what this term includes, but what it does include is that 
Biblical things termed sin in Scripture are now not deemed to be appropriate to declare 
to people. Possibly this is the thin end of the wedge in legislation against actual 
Christian faith? What do you think?  
 
The scene changes. God sees the helplessness and weakness of this remnant and He 
arises and clothes Himself in His armour to enter battle to save His own faithful ones. 
God will always keep a remnant of people for Himself in every nation even when the 
believers have been persecuted and all the wrath of the authorities has been unleashed 
against them. The Communist authorities under the malice of Mao Tse Tung’s wife 
thought that they had eradicated the Church in China. They had not. The Church has 
grown in the persecution, not declined as in the easy and free West! 
 
This time we see in verse 18 that God has put on His armour not to destroy His 
rebellious people, but to come to the aid of His remnant of humble, repentant people 
and against their enemies, foreign and even amongst the Jewish people. Verse 19 is in 
effect saying that from the rising of the sun, to its setting, God will act such that men will 
fear and be in awe of Him. This refers to the age of the return from exile, more so to the 
coming of Christ, and the ultimate display of God’s vengeance, glory and might will be 
the return of Christ. Each of these events will be greater than the one which went 
before.  We have encountered this telescoping of history many times before in the 
Prophets. 
 
Verse 21 is a restatement of the ultimate vision, it rounds off the chapter and is the 
introduction of chapter 60. A further unfolding of future glory and more reason for hope 
and encouragement and strength to turn fully to God and not limp along with a divided 
heart and partial and intermittent obedience. 
 
To sum up some of this chapter, we could say that half-hearted obedience to God, a 
casual attitude to sin which makes us think that we can enjoy the blessing of God while 



still loving sin and pretending religion covers it from God’s notice, will gain us nothing 
from God. The place of being amongst the repentant humble poor is the place to be, for 
it is to such that God will come. It is all about being on the path to being whole hearted 
towards God, ruthlessly honest about our low state and the prevalence of sin, and 
embracing our ‘poverty of spirit,’ and the scorn of men. Strange as it seems to the world, 
this remnant is the leaven and salt that preserves the world. So let us be leaven, salt, 
light even in the gloom. The dawn is drawing nearer.          
 
       


