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CHAPTER 1 - THE SHAME AND THE GLORY
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It’s often the case that something we have doesn’t appear shabby until we see it beside something else which is brand new. It’s then we become painfully aware of the difference, and we can be very embarrassed or even ashamed. In the days of the Bible prophet Isaiah, the condition of God’s people had become more than shabby. It was shameful – to the extent that in the first five chapters of Isaiah God denounces the condition of his people like this: 


“Woe to those who call evil good, and good evil; who put darkness for light, and light for darkness; who put bitter for sweet, and sweet for bitter! Woe to those who are wise in their own eyes, and prudent in their own sight! Woe to men mighty at drinking wine ... Who ... take away justice from the righteous man! They have rejected the law of the LORD of hosts, and despised the word of the Holy One of Israel” (Isaiah 5:20-24 NKJV).



Perhaps most people had grown used to it, but this was the deplorable state of affairs that’d existed during king Uzziah’s reign (2 Chronicles 26) - during which time Isaiah had begun to witness and speak up for God. Near the end of his reign, even king Uzziah failed to set a good example. Losing sight of the holiness and glorious character of God, the king had boldly gone where no king ought ever to go. He entered into God’s temple on earth to do what was only permitted to the priests to do. As a result, he was struck down with leprosy and died after being quarantined in this state that was regarded as ‘unclean’ in those days.

It may have been that when the king died the prophet Isaiah came up to the great temple of God in Jerusalem. It was a time of mourning, uncertainty and crisis. It was also the time that he got a vision, a revelation, of the glory of God in God’s heavenly temple. It’s this, and the impression it made on him, which he records for us in chapter 6:1-3: 


“In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and lifted up, and the train of His robe filled the temple. Above it stood seraphim; each one had six wings: with two he covered his face, with two he covered his feet, and with two he flew. And one cried to another and said: "Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of hosts; the whole earth is full of His glory!"



In stark contrast to the shame of the people, and the dark depths to which they’d sunk, this was a revelation that shone with the brightness of the glory of God. In fact because of the sad and shameful state of the people, the visible glory of God was set to depart from the temple at Jerusalem. Another prophet, Ezekiel, was later going to describe its departure. Because of that, we might ask here: ‘In what sense was the whole earth full of God’s glory?’ Would any answer not have to include the glory of God’s judgements? Remember the time when God’s people, Israel, disobeyed and disbelieved that God could bring them into the promised land. It was then God said:


"... as I live, all the earth shall be filled with the glory of the LORD – because all these men who have seen My glory and the signs which I did in Egypt and in the wilderness, and have put Me to the test now these ten times, and have not heeded My voice, they certainly shall not see the land of which I swore to their fathers, nor shall any of those who rejected Me see it” (Numbers 14:21-23 NKJV).



In Isaiah’s day, the time was again fast approaching when God would judge his people, and in that judgement the glory of his holy name would be upheld. As Isaiah continued to watch the unfolding revelation, he said:


"Woe is me, for I am undone! Because I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the LORD of hosts." Then one of the seraphim flew to me, having in his hand a live coal which he had taken with the tongs from the altar. And he touched my mouth with it, and said: "Behold, this has touched your lips; your iniquity is taken away, and your sin purged" (Isaiah 6:5-7).



In the glorious light of God’s holiness displayed in the temple, Isaiah saw his own shortcomings more clearly than ever before. Remember, this wasn’t the beginning of his service and witness for God, but this was definitely a deepening of his experience in preparation for a special task of testifying to the people. Sometimes we, too, can let our standards be influenced by those of society around us. Then, all at once, when reading our Bibles prayerfully, our hearts are challenged by a greater revelation of the glorious holiness of God. At such moments when God draws near, what can we do but confess our unworthiness, our uncleanness, and realize afresh our total indebtedness to the cleansing work of the Lord upon the cross when he purged our sins by his death (Hebrews 1:3)? God cleanses us to use us. No doubt Isaiah’s confession of his uncleanness reflected back upon the situation of the king who’d just died as an unclean leper. But when the call to serve came, Isaiah was ready:


“Also I heard the voice of the Lord, saying: "Whom shall I send, and who will go for Us?" Then I said, "Here am I! Send me." And He said, "Go, and tell this people: 'Keep on hearing, but do not understand; keep on seeing, but do not perceive.' "Make the heart of this people dull, and their ears heavy, and shut their eyes; lest they see with their eyes, and hear with their ears, and understand with their heart, and return and be healed" (Isaiah 6:8-10).



So the message Isaiah was to preach wouldn’t be popular – something that was still the case in the days of Christ’s own preaching (Matthew 3:14,15). It, too, would not be well-received. Isaiah’s success, if we can call it that, wouldn’t be measured in terms of fruitfulness, but in terms of his faithfulness to his mission. I wonder if that’s how we see it today – as we share the Christian message of repentance toward God and faith in the Lord Jesus Christ? 

Any attempt to change the contents of the message to make it more popular and attractive to human thought, only serve to make it a different Gospel (Galatians 1:6). Any today who preach too low a view of God; too light a view of sin; and any for whom the cross isn’t central, need to think long and hard about the revelation Isaiah got. Isaiah himself reacted by saying to God:


"Lord, how long?" And He answered: "Until the cities are laid waste and without inhabitant, the houses are without a man, the land is utterly desolate ... But yet a tenth will be in it, and will return and be for consuming, as a terebinth tree or as an oak, whose stump remains when it is cut down. So the holy seed shall be its stump" (Isaiah 6:11-13 NKJV).



Isaiah, like Paul later (Romans 11:2), knew God hadn’t cast off his people for ever. But this was God’s judgement on people who’d become hardened against what he had to say to them. When Isaiah heard what a thankless task it would be, no wonder he asked how long he’d have to sustain this ministry. Yet there’d still be one in ten with responsive hearts! Even if it’s a while since we knew the joy of reaping, let’s be encouraged that God’s preserved some with responsive hearts today too. 

The ten percent of Jews who would return to God were to pass through a time of trouble. They’d return and be ‘consumed’, that is be ‘eaten’ or ‘burnt up’. The books of Ezra and Nehemiah tell us that’s how it turned out for those who returned to rebuild Jerusalem after God judged it at the hand of the Babylonians in the sixth century BC. After that captivity a remnant, a small proportion, of Israel returned to God. It’ll be the same for Israel in a time that’s still future when they’re troubled by the Antichrist (Jeremiah 30:7). 

After that future great tribulation for Israel a returning remnant will again be saved. This is what we mean by Isaiah’s double vision. His predictions were not only near-sighted, but far-sighted too. Many times in this series we’ll see how his prophecies have a double fulfillment: one in the past, the other still future for Israel. What’s more, there are lessons in principle we can learn from then for this present time! Not long after king Uzziah’s death, Rome was founded. 

Yes, the power of Rome was coming, another power that was destined to wield authority over Jerusalem. That’s already happened in history, of course. At the time of Christ’s birth, Rome was the ruling power, but in the end-times still to come, a European power, in many ways equivalent to Rome, will be dominating events in Jerusalem. Then at the Second Advent of Christ, a future remnant of Israel will be delivered despite their present state of being hardened against the Gospel. How delightful to think of Isaiah’s heart-breaking service of witnessing which yielded little or no apparent result, finally bearing fruit in a day still to come when Israel returns again to God. Her faith will have been severely tested, but finally she’ll be prepared to embrace the one whose glory Isaiah saw (John 12:41). Be encouraged as you witness, Christian friend, only eternity will reveal the results of faithful years of testifying.
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CHAPTER 2 - THE VIRGIN SHALL CONCEIVE


[image: image]


It’s the prophet Isaiah who supplies us with two of the most famous verses that many associate with Christmas. Let’s explore them in their original context first. In the book of Isaiah, chapter 7, we read: “It was told to the house of David, saying, "Syria's forces are deployed in Ephraim." ...Then the LORD said to Isaiah, "Go out now to meet Ahaz ... at the end of the aqueduct from the upper pool, on the highway to the Fuller's Field...”

Perhaps Ahaz, king of the southern part of Israel (or Judah), was assessing his defences, checking that his water supply was secure from the opposing forces of Syria and the northern part of Israel, also known as Ephraim. But, following God’s instruction to him, the prophet Isaiah was to give the king a better reassurance than his own defences could provide that day: “Thus says the Lord GOD: "It shall not stand, [that’s the enemy’s plans shall not come to pass] ...”

God said that king Ahaz need not fear either the Syrians or the Israelites to the north. However, if Ahaz didn’t believe the message, neither would he be established. To encourage his faith, God: “...spoke again to Ahaz, saying, "Ask a sign for yourself from the LORD your God; ask it either in the depth or in the height above.” But Ahaz said, "I will not ask, nor will I test the LORD!" Then he said, "Hear now, O house of David! Is it
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