
Sunday 31st January 2021. 
Isaiah 61 

The Day of the Lord’s Favour 
 

Chapter 61 follows on in a similar theme as Chapter 60, looking forward to wonderful 
things which are to come. These things were written to encourage those who returned 
from exile to find a ruined state and city, and who would have to start almost from 
scratch to rebuild all that had been lost. To make matters more difficult, the rebuilding 
and the restoration of Jerusalem was not met with enthusiasm by many of those who 
now lived in the land, and there were verbal and physical threatening’s directed at the 
people when they returned and began the work. The book of Nehemiah tells the story.  
 
I said last week that vision is important. Without vision most people just make do with 
the status quo, and within a short time, the status quo is accepted as being the way it 
has always been. If we accept the status quo, we will relax in what we accept as normal 
and before we know it, we will find that we are on the wrong end of God’s displeasure 
and like Judah before will not see why it is a big deal! Anyone who knows anything 
about the Reformation and the history of the Church in Scotland and the UK, will know 
that how we perceive Church and how our fathers thought of it are very different. 
Anyone who has read the literature of that era will know that many of our fathers 
practiced and engaged in a devotion to God which leaves our generation looking like 
wimps! Vision is important, long range vision. It was said of Jesus that, ‘for the joy set 
before Him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the 
throne of God.’ Hebrews 12.2. Isaiah 53.11 adds to this. The Servant, Jesus will see the 
fruit of His suffering and be satisfied. This moment has not yet fully arrived, but was part 
of the vision Jesus had to carry Him through His sufferings in the world and on the 
Cross.  
 
Let me say it again. Church today is not what it ought to be, and that we have much 
more in common with the land of Judah and the city of Jerusalem before it went into 
captivity. This should stir us out of complacency. ‘God’s matters’ are serious matters, 
we are not in some irrelevant game but we are in a contest, a war, about life and 
eternity. 
 
There are three sections to this chapter, which in many ways is the central chapter of 
Isaiah because it ties all the other passages which deal with the ‘Servant’ of God and 
the Messiah together. In verses 1-7, the Servant Himself speaks, and from the vantage 
of the New Testament we see who this Servant is, none other than Jesus. In verses 8-9, 
God speaks, and in so doing promises great things to the returned people and in this 
passage fills in more of the character of the Servant. Finally, verses 10 and 11 are a 
song of praise. This praise arises from surveying the promises just made. The singer is 
probably Isaiah himself but it could equally apply to the humble poor who believe. Either 
way, it demonstrates that the promises of future grace can be experienced in part now 
even before they stand in fullness and so showing that the hope of future glory is not 
‘pie in the sky, by and by, when you die,’ but is an integral part of Christian hope and 
faith and love. Vision matters otherwise God would not give it! 



 
Some will remember that these first verses were read by Jesus in the Temple when He 
was given the scroll of Isaiah to read as the set passage for the day. He finished 
reading and then declared that this passage had been fulfilled in the sight of the people 
that day in His person. Jesus is the person on view in Chapter 61, and it describes the 
ministry of grace and mercy that He would exercise. Those of you who have knowledge 
of the Old Testament will also notice that the words, ‘to proclaim freedom to the 
captives, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour’ is the language of the Jubilee of 
Leviticus 25.8-55. There is disputed opinion as to how well this Jubilee was kept, if at 
all, in Old Testament days. Essentially this is how it worked. If a Hebrew was so poor 
that he could not make ends meet, he could sell himself into slavery to a fellow Hebrew. 
To ensure that there was equity and that no family or clan lost their land given to them 
by God, every 50th year, all contracts of indenture were canceled, and all lands sold by 
reason of need were returned. It was a means of preventing the unrestrained rise of the 
rich and the ever increasing poverty of others. If a slave was to be sold, the price took 
into account how many years there were to go before freedom was to be granted. Read 
the chapter, it really is a most remarkable piece of legislation and justice. If this were 
practiced today, even in part, it would be fascinating to see what results emerged. It has 
been used in some Christian communities over the years as a guide in how to manage 
community affairs. 
 
In these first seven verses we have two great themes of civil justice and righteousness, 
and the work of the One who would come to bring deliverance. The tide has turned, 
God is no longer setting His face in anger and judgment against His people. They have 
paid double for their sins, Chapter 40, now they will receive, verse 7, a double portion of 
blessedness. It is all good! 
 
Verses 1-7. 
 
The crowning statement of this passage is, ‘the Spirit of the Sovereign Lord is upon me.’ 
Don’t pass this too quickly as it contains the ground and reason for us to have a sure 
hope. The language makes us think of Jesus at Hs baptism when the Spirit, the Holy 
Spirit descended upon Him and remained. Never has there been a more Spirit filled 
person than Jesus, He did and said nothing without the working, the anointing, of the 
Spirit. There is no such strange creature as a non-charismatic Christian. Our life birth is 
by the Spirit, John 3.5-6. Sadly, charismatic has come to mean something different, and 
I do understand those who dislike the term because it has often come to mean 
something somewhat flakey, immature with more flesh in it than Spirit. In many 
situations this complaint is justified. However, that is as equally true of those who have 
no great reverence for the person of the Spirit and lean on their own understandings 
and abilities. I have echoed what many others have said over the centuries, the Word 
and the Spirit should never be separated. Look at what the Servant is going to 
accomplish by the power of the Holy Spirit. He is going to accomplish in and for the 
people everything which God has promised by His Word. Word and Spirit go together in 
the work of the Servant, and they certainly went together in the earthly ministry of 



Jesus. Spirit and Word, Word and Spirit. I hope that very soon the antipathy between 
these disappears in our thinking and practice across the wider Church.  
 
Then there is the next word, the Spirit of the Sovereign Lord, the word ‘Sovereign’. 
Glorious word, glorious truth. The Sovereignty of God means that God is fully in charge 
of everything whether we see it, like it, or understand it! He is not blind, deaf or stupid. 
He does not need our advice or counsel. We do not need to come to an agreement with 
God about what we will let Him do before He does it. He is loving, merciful, holy, 
righteous and just. He does all for His own glory, but has so tied Himself to us in 
‘Everlasting Covenant’ that our histories, in a sense, are tied together. If God is glorified, 
it will go well with us! Sovereignty is misunderstood, and to many it poses questions 
which for now have only partial answers. The questions usually start this way, ‘why did 
God let this or that happen?’ Most of the time we will not know because God is working 
on a huge canvas and we only see a tiny part of it in our lifetimes. This is where faith 
and hope combine into trust so that we trust that our heavenly Father, our good Father 
will cause all things to work together for our good. That sounds like something out of the 
Bible, and it is, Romans 8 v28! 
 
Many of us have trouble regarding the Sovereignty of God because one of the sad 
effects of the fall was that Eve thought God was keeping something good from her. So 
she went after it herself. This led to the state we find ourselves in today, where we fear 
that God may not be as good as we thought and is keeping something from us, so we 
should keep alert and do what we think is best. Paul often appealed to the picture of the 
potter when faced with the questions which are beyond us. Will the clay question the 
Potter? Best not to, better to be plastic in His hands and let Him mold us into the exact 
vessel He has in mind. 
 
The word ‘Lord’ is as it says, King, glorious Master, Ruler, and Potentate of all things. If 
it is the Spirit of such a person, of God Himself, which is upon the Servant, upon Christ, 
then we can look to His promises and His deliverances as certain and to be of like 
nature to His person. Therefore we can say with confidence that if Christ saves, He 
does so in a Sovereign manner, if He delivers, it is the Lord of the heavenly armies, the 
Lord of all wisdom, power and compassionate mercy who arises for our relief. This 
verse gives us the credentials of the Servant and declares the nature of His service. As 
in the Exodus, not one would be left behind. As in John 17, none were lost from Christ’s 
hand. Of all this we can be sure. No wonder the chapter ends in praise when we have 
such a Captain, such a deliverer. 
 
I realise, even in writing this, how cool my heart can be to all this. I should be playing 
the Hallelujah Chorus at this point, on full volume and set on repeat. This is the point, 
we need to embrace and digest such vision and promise. It will do our hearts good! This 
is what gives us hope in trials, this is what gives us resilience in times of war, pandemic, 
sickness, loss and age. If God is not our rock, if our hope is not in Him alone, then the 
only other options are a hope that rests on sand, or has both feet firmly fixed in mid-air! 
This is such a basic tenet of Scripture, but our fallen nature, which is so skilled and so 
quick to deceive us into ‘sad doubt and anxious fear,’ leads us away from our rock. 



 
Let me repeat. If it is such a Servant, such a Christ who is anointed with the Holy Spirit, 
is Sovereign and is Lord, then the work He accomplishes in and for our salvation is 
absolutely glorious, perfect and mighty. Oh how I wish I could see its fullness, that we 
all could see its fullness! We will one day! 
 
Let’s look at some of what is said of this work of the Servant. There is a reversal of the 
people’s fortunes. Verses 1-3 have such concepts as the binding up of wounds where 
before Chapter 1.6 the wounds received no medical attention! Captives are freed. Think 
of the Exodus, this would come to mind, the deliverance from a hostile kingdom. This is 
the promise that Christ would transfer His chosen from the dominion of darkness to the 
kingdom of His beloved Son, Colossians 1.13. Release of prisoners from darkness 
means moral darkness and also spiritual darkness. Unbelievers are in the darkness of 
sin, they are blind and do not see the cliff edge they are walking towards. Ephesians 
1.18 speaks about the eyes of our heart being enlightened so that we know the hope to 
which we are called. This is the revelation, the coming of light into our hearts and 
understanding. This is the amazing grace that caused John Newton to see and write his 
great hymn. The next verses go on to describe spiritual blessings that the Servant will 
bring to His people that shows how radical the shift will be in their relationship to God 
and their experience in the world. 
 
Then, there is the great calling the people will be called to and walk in. They will 
accomplish great things, they will be served by the very people who before had held 
them captive and who had sneered and gossiped about their fall from grace, the tail 
would now become the head. Look at verse 4. In the immediate setting of the return to 
the land, this refers to the rebuilding of Jerusalem. However, what actually happened 
when the exiles returned, in no sense exhausts the blessedness here described.  
 
I refer to a passage which I recently mentioned in Jeremiah 6.16. 
 

‘Stand at the cross roads and look; ask for the ancient paths, 
ask where the good way is and walk in it, and you will find rest for your souls.’ 

 
This is not an instruction to go back to animal sacrifices nor is it a call to necessarily go 
back to Victorian church practices, ministers on horses and top hats, woman wearing 
hats in church and lots of other things that were the fashion of past days. It is something 
much more significant. It includes things like walking in the sort of faith and obedience 
as that of Abraham, Joseph, Moses, Daniel, the prophets, Jesus, Paul, Stephen and the 
heroes of Hebrews chapter 11, and John Knox. This is what building ancient ruins 
means, this is a call and a description of rising to Christ-likeness, holiness and 
obedience, to be true worshippers of God and soldiers of the Cross! Who will answer 
Christs call?  
 
Verse 7 to me shouts out restore, restore, restore. Not just the open walking with God in 
the cool of the day in Eden is in sight here, but something better. God will make His 
dwelling with us and in us. We find this in John 14.23, and much more beside! It is worth 



reading these verses over and over again to savor the riches here described. The 
Promise is from this glorious Servant, Jesus, so His word is His bond. If this word was 
not enough, He signed the deed to this inheritance with His own life blood. Is there 
anything else He could have done to confirm the solidity of His promise? Is this not 
enough for us to believe and rejoice in? Christ Himself is the surety of this inheritance 
coming to us, so we are no longer to live as strangers and aliens to God as Ephesians 
2.19 tells us. We really need to process these truths and meditate on them and check 
out other references in the Bible to become utterly convinced of all this being main line 
truth. These are riches which, no matter how much truth we grasp from them will still 
leave us speechless even when they come in fullness, because the reality will be even 
more than we can ask or think. Just as our enjoyment of our interests’ increases by our 
growing proficiency and knowledge, so will our faith bring joy, hope and comfort as we 
grow in grace. Many people enjoy seeing a ballet. Let me assure you that the grace and 
power we see in such dancing is not something gained overnight, but after years of 
literally blood, sweat and tears. But then, the show, the performance of grace and 
beauty is made to look so natural and easy. All the hard work becomes worth all the 
sacrifice and work.  
 
Reluctant as I am to leave verses 1-7, let us now look at verses 8-9. These verses 
record the words of God. The content of these verses refers to the blessedness that will 
characterize the people who have returned from exile and who have learned the lesson 
from their hardships that it is a sore thing to depart from the living God, the fountain of 
all blessedness. The verses describe what can only be described as the honoring of the 
people in the eyes of all other peoples, and this is all accomplished by God. He takes 
His rebellious people, has subdued and humbled them, and as they return to their 
proper place of faith and allegiance to God, God Himself raises them up and makes 
princes out of paupers. The book of Proverbs tells us that it is righteousness which 
exalts a nation. 
 
Israel had gone through many good times and bad times, but now God adds something 
beyond price or calculation, He will make an ‘everlasting covenant’ with them. At this 
point we must be a little bit careful not to misrepresent what this means. In Romans 
Paul addresses an error that may have been slipping into the minds of some. The 
question was this. Since we have been justified, made acceptable to God by grace, 
does this not mean that we can go on in the same old way of sin and everything will be 
OK because our sin will make grace abound even more? No says Paul that is not what 
salvation is all about. The everlasting Covenant was signed, sealed and delivered when 
Christ went to the Cross and His blood was shed. The covenant stands for ever to cover 
and forgive sin. This will never be rescinded by God, it will never run out of jurisdiction 
or power to do all that is promised but it comes with conditions. It’s like the drowning 
man, if he will not yield to the rescuer and be grasped by and grasp onto the Saviour, he 
will not benefit from the rescue. This is a crude metaphor, but it applies, the eternal 
Covenant, secure as it is, does the majority of people in the world absolutely no good 
because it is ignored.  
 



Verse 9 closes with a very significant concept. The purpose of all that Christ has done is 
to save His people, but there is an equally important aspect to this. In pouring out 
salvation upon His own, the nations will see and acknowledge the source of their 
prosperity and acknowledge that it is God who has done all this for them. This is the 
outcome of these people living in such a way as to be to the praise of God’s glory. We 
could say that the promise of the everlasting Covenant is that God’s people will truly 
hallow God’s Name, the first petition of the Lord’s Prayer, so it is a very important 
matter. When Christians live as we are called to do, and when God steps in to reveal 
them as the ‘sons of God,’ then the nations will take note. I always find it difficult to 
refrain from quoting a hymn that has something to say about these things, so here is a 
verse from Wesley. 
 

‘Dry your eyes, ye hearts nigh broken, 
Of Zion it shall yet be spoken, 
‘How do her citizens increase!’ 

Men shall see with fear and wonder 
How God builds Zion up and ponder 

The love and truth which hath wrought this. 
Lift up your heads at last!  

The night of death hast past 
From the heathen; 

The day shall break  
When they awake, 

And Israel their joy partake.’ 
 

The Hymn is, ‘By the holy hills surrounded.’ Look at those lines, ‘Men shall see with fear 
and wonder, how God builds Zion up and ponder, His love and truth which hath wrought 
this.’ This is the point, when God restores the fortune of His people, the nations will take 
note and see the power and the mercy of God in a way they never dreamed of before, 
and this will be to God’s glory. This is why we pray for revival, that God’s Name would 
be hallowed.  
 
So far we have been looking at two wonderful future events, the restoration of God’s 
people to a place of honour, and God being glorified amongst the nations. No wonder 
that the last two verses of this chapter are full of rejoicing and praise! 
 
Verses 10-11 describes the reaction of Isaiah or unnamed people of his day. It is 
reasonable to read these two verses as the response of Isaiah to what he has just seen 
and prophesised. There is this strange thing which happens when we grasp something 
of God’s vision for the future. We open our eyes having seen and felt it, and sometimes 
it is as if we have tasted it and experienced it, and joy and rejoicing rises from our souls. 
When we get caught up in God’s vision by the Word, and prayer in the Spirit, something 
happens to us. It is impossible to be in the Spirit and not have something change in our 
perception and experience of truth. Here Isaiah comes out of this being in God’s 
presence rejoicing because he has been clothed with righteousness. This is more than 
just a judicial sentence that he is righteous, but he feels clean, he feels as if the vision of 



the power, the goodness and beauty of God’s purposes has actually clothed him like a 
bride is adorned. Probably all of us can remember our weddings, for us men, the 
moment she walks into the church in her finery is unforgettable. Isaiah’s joy is described 
in these terms. 
 
However, here is the important observation, it is a joy that arises because of what God 
has said and from what He promises to do. Isaiah is not being overwhelmed by a 
beautiful view or by an event, or by beautifully composed words nor by music or a 
beautifully built building, but by truth. It is because of God that his soul rejoices in his 
God, and what has gone before is the reason. Truth rejoices the heart of the Christian, 
vision from God rejoices our heart. If God has promised it, it will happen at some time. 
Even if it does not happen sooner, even in our life-time, since it is God who has 
promised we can rejoice even while we wait because the guarantee of it coming is the 
promise of God and the Blood of Christ shed on the Cross to seal the covenant. This is 
what makes vision different from wishful thinking, and its foundation is in what God has 
said and in God alone. 
 
Notice the confidence of rejoicing in the covenant promises as seen in the language of 
verse 11. Here we have an agricultural metaphor. Just as surely as fertile soil in a well- 
tended garden will cause seed to grow and bloom and give rise to fruit, so will the 
Sovereign Lord make righteousness and praise spring up in the nations. It is certain 
because sovereignly ordained, God will undertake to ensure all this.  
 
When we see the purposes of God in the Scriptures, when we meditate and pray over 
and through these promises, then there will be times like these that Isaiah tasted. We 
will have an assurance and a conviction of the certainty of all that God says will happen, 
and I believe that this corresponds to what we could call the ‘normal experience of 
believers.’ We are not meant to live in the gloom of the present days in which we live. 
We are not meant to live as if the demise of the Church of Scotland is inevitable, even 
though possible. We are meant to hear and see what God would say and have us 
believe and look and pray for and respond to this even while we live in a gloomy place 
in national and church life. 
 
God will be true to His covenant and will not leave us forever to languish. Look for this, 
pray for this, search the Scriptures and see what God says and then side completely 
with God’s vision.  
 
    
 
 

 
 

 
 


