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1 

LORD OF THE NATIONS 

ISAIAH 13:1-14:2 

Throughout history people have sought security in 

kings and kingdoms. Their fortresses project a sense of 

strength—perched on steep hills with tall towers and 

thick stone walls, stocked with supplies and guarded by 

troops. We look for the same things in society today, 

though in less tangible form. We want good 

government, a strong national defense, and a healthy 

economy.  
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But how do we respond when those supports falter? 

Where do we find strength in precarious times whether 

in society or in our personal lives? Psalm 18:2-3 tells us 

that David, the king of Israel, answered that question 

by saying, 

The LORD is my rock and my fortress and my 

deliverer, my God, my rock, in whom I take 

refuge, my shield, and the horn of my 

salvation, my stronghold. I call upon the 

LORD, who is worthy to be praised, and I am 

saved from my enemies. 

God is the true source of security, yet he placed the 

people of Israel in a precarious situation. He promised 

them a land flowing with milk and honey (not 

stickiness but prosperity!). But that relatively narrow 

strip of fertile property along the eastern shores of the 

Mediterranean Sea was a major trade route connecting 

Europe and Asia with Africa. So, every aspiring empire 

wanted to control it. God gave it to Israel as a test of 

faith. He wanted them to find their security in him and 

his sovereignty alone. They needed to trust that he 

reigns above all. 

The Lord made this message clear to his people 

through the Prophet Isaiah. Isaiah lived in the latter 
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half of the Eighth Century B.C. By that point it had been 

almost two hundred years since the nation had split 

into a northern and a southern kingdom: Israel and 

Judah. Isaiah ministered in Judah, and its capital, 

Jerusalem, where the descendants of David reigned.  

The Assyrian Empire was the primary threat at the 

time. The Northern Kingdom of Israel wanted to form 

a coalition to fight Assyria. But King Ahaz of Judah 

thought that he could best secure his nation by 

submitting to the Assyrians which included embracing 

aspects of their false religion. So, Isaiah 7 tells us that 

the Lord sent Isaiah to confront Ahaz and to deliver the 

Immanuel prophecy that foretells a virgin birth that 

leads to the defeat of Assyria in the short-term and 

ultimately to a perfect king descended from David. I 

explained this prophecy in my series on Isaiah 1-12, 

“God with Us.” 

But as we come to Isaiah 13, the Lord directed the 

prophet’s focus beyond Assyria. He gave Isaiah a series 

of oracles about several other nations that continues 

through chapter 27. It is not an easy portion of 

Scripture to understand and apply, since it mentions 

various places and details that are unfamiliar to us. But 
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the overarching lesson is clear: the Lord is not just the 

God of Israel or of the Christian church. All the earth is 

his. He is Lord of the nations. 

His sovereign power is particularly clear in the first 

oracle that addresses the nation of Babylon. In Isaiah 

13:1-14:2, the prophet declared four revelations about 

the nations. So, as we consider what the Lord showed 

Isaiah, I encourage you to let these ideas shape your 

view of the world. Let them deepen your confidence in 

God and fill you with a sense of security and peace. 
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Revelation 1 

Weapons at God’s Command 

The technology of weaponry is always advancing. It has 

progressed from sticks and rocks to swords, spears, 

and arrows to cannons and guns to tanks and planes to 

intercontinental ballistic missiles and remote-

controlled drones. Each stage allows combatants to 

stay safe farther away from the enemy while directing 

more devastating attacks with greater accuracy. 

But military might cannot compare to the power of 

God. The nations themselves are weapons at his 

command. Isaiah 13:1-3 tells us, 
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The oracle concerning Babylon which Isaiah 

the son of Amoz saw. On a bare hill raise a 

signal; cry aloud to them; wave the hand for 

them to enter the gates of the nobles. I myself 

have commanded my consecrated ones, and 

have summoned my mighty men to execute 

my anger, my proudly exulting ones. 

The Babylonian Empire plays a pivotal role in Israel’s 

history. Their capital city was located about 60 miles 

south of modern-day Baghdad in Iraq. It may have 

been the same site mentioned in Genesis 11, where 

people built a massive city with a tall tower to keep 

from scattering around the world as God commanded. 

He intervened by confusing their languages and 

dispersing them over the face of the earth.  

In 586 B.C. the Babylonians destroyed Jerusalem and 

its temple after leading various groups of Jewish 

people into exile. But that was over a hundred years 

after Isaiah’s time. In Isaiah’s time, the Babylonians 

themselves were under Assyrian rule (2 Ki 17:24). So, 

some people conclude that Isaiah could not have 

written this. They refuse to accept that a sovereign God 

could reveal future events to his prophet. They say it 

must have been written by someone much later. But I 
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think we should accept the passage at face value, as a 

predictive prophecy that the Lord revealed to Isaiah. 

So, in the passage the Lord spoke of commanding an 

army of proud, consecrated, mighty men to execute his 

anger. But to whom was he referring and what city were 

they invading? Most people say that Babylon was the 

city under attack and that the army was the Medes who 

are mentioned later in verse 17. To support this view, 

some note the mention of gates and point out that 

Babylon was known for its spectacular Ishtar gate that 

archaeologists discovered in the early 1900s. But I see 

problems with this interpretation. 

From our standpoint in history, it makes sense to see 

this passage as a declaration of God’s judgment upon 

the Babylonians for what they did to the Jewish people. 

But Isaiah and his audience were not yet aware of what 

the Babylonians would do. From their perspective it 

makes more sense to see the Babylonians as the army, 

and Jerusalem as the city. Verses 4 and 5 support this 

view. Isaiah wrote, 

The sound of a tumult is on the mountains as 

of a great multitude! The sound of an uproar 

of kingdoms, of nations gathering together! 
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The LORD of hosts is mustering a host for 

battle. They come from a distant land, from 

the end of the heavens, the LORD and the 

weapons of his indignation, to destroy the 

whole land. 

From Jerusalem, Babylon was a distant land, over 600 

miles directly east across the desert. But the trip was 

almost twice as far because people used routes that 

swung north to follow the Fertile Crescent. Verse 4 

mentions mountains, but Babylon was in a broad plain 

along the Euphrates River. The closest mountains were 

150 miles away. Jerusalem, on the other hand, is 

situated on a plateau in the rugged Judean mountains. 

So, even though people in Isaiah’s time were worried 

about Assyria, I think the Lord was warning them 

about a greater threat that would come a century later. 

He would use the wicked and arrogant Babylonian 

army as weapons to carry out his holy discipline upon 

his own people for their stubborn disobedience. 

Are you willing to accept that God would do such a 

thing? If he used enemies of his people to accomplish 

his purpose in the past, couldn’t he continue to do so 

today? The nations are weapons at his command. That 
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idea raises some hard questions, but Isaiah has more to 

say. 
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Revelation 2 

Subject to God’s Punishment 

Dams are sturdy structures built to hold back intense 

pressure. Nothing will happen if one crazy person runs 

up and hits it with a sledgehammer. But if lots of people 

pound on it day after day, they might succeed in 

breaking loose a few chunks of concrete. If they focus 

on a corner, they might chip away enough so that water 

spills over. If they keep hammering at the base, they 

might make a crack. Eventually, the whole structure 

might give way, unleashing a destructive flood. 

In Romans 2:14-15, the Apostle Paul explained that the 

work of the law is written on human hearts. Though 
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people deny it, reject it, and distort it, we all have a 

God-given sense of right and wrong. Ultimately, every 

individual will be held accountable for how he or she 

has failed to heed that standard. But sinful behavior 

also has a present effect in society. It provokes God’s 

anger. Each act is like a hammer strike on a dam that 

restrains his wrath. Sometimes, a chunk gives way, and 

eventually destruction will be unleashed upon the 

world. 

The prophets referred to this outpouring of wrath as 

the Day of the Lord. God revealed some destructive 

local events like a plague of locusts or an attack by an 

enemy nation as precursors to the ultimate worldwide 

judgment. Isaiah made that transition as he continued 

this oracle. In verses 6-8, he wrote, 

Wail, for the day of the LORD is near; as 

destruction from the Almighty it will come! 

Therefore all hands will be feeble, and every 

human heart will melt. They will be 

dismayed: pangs and agony will seize them; 

they will be in anguish like a woman in labor. 

They will look aghast at one another; their 

faces will be aflame. 
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People experience similar reactions to any tragic event. 

They cry and feel paralyzed with fear. They are struck 

by waves of emptiness, dismay, shock, and anger. But 

the events of the day of the Lord will have a specific 

purpose. In verse 9, Isaiah wrote, 

Behold, the day of the LORD comes, cruel, 

with wrath and fierce anger, to make the land 

a desolation and to destroy its sinners from 

it. 

So, this destruction will not be indiscriminate. The 

Lord’s purpose is to destroy sinners. He will use the day 

to sift the human race and to humble those who are 

arrogant. Notice the emphatic “I will” in verses 10-11, 

where Isaiah tells us that the Lord said, 

For the stars of the heavens and their 

constellations will not give their light; the 

sun will be dark at its rising, and the moon 

will not shed its light. I will punish the world 

for its evil, and the wicked for their iniquity; 

I will put an end to the pomp of the arrogant, 

and lay low the pompous pride of the 

ruthless. 

The day of the Lord will be more than a terrible war. It 

will be accompanied by cataclysmic events triggered by 
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the Lord himself. Any number of environmental 

conditions could make the sun, moon, and stars appear 

to dim. But in verses 12-13, the Lord added, 

I will make people more rare than fine gold, 

and mankind than the gold of Ophir. 

Therefore I will make the heavens tremble, 

and the earth will be shaken out of its place, 

at the wrath of the LORD of hosts in the day 

of his fierce anger. 

There is no indication that the day of the Lord can be 

prevented. It is inevitable. But individuals can turn to 

the Lord in repentance. Even in those last days some 

people will receive forgiveness for their sins through 

faith in Christ as we do today. But the number of people 

who will be saved in that future time will be small. The 

nations are subject to his punishment, but praise God 

for the opportunity he has given us to be reconciled to 

him here and now. Don’t pass up that opportunity! 
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Revelation 3 

Liable to God’s Overthrow 

Disposable has become a dirty word in our day and age. 

When I was growing up in the seventies and eighties, it 

seemed like everything was disposable—plates, cups, 

diapers, cars. But today products are supposed to be 

recyclable or even reusable. We are just going back to 

the way things were before the seventies and eighties. 

As Isaiah continued to relate his oracle from the Lord, 

the focus returned to Babylon. The problem was that 

their attack on Judah and other kingdoms would be far 

more brutal than was needed to carry out the Lord’s 

discipline. Though the Lord would use them as his 
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weapon, he also considered them disposable. The 

nations are liable to be overthrown. 

In verses 11-13, the Lord used the first person, “I will” 

to declare what he will do. But the actions mentioned 

in verses 14-16 are described using the passive voice. 

Isaiah wrote, 

And like a hunted gazelle, or like sheep with 

none to gather them, each will turn to his 

own people, and each will flee to his own 

land. Whoever is found will be thrust 

through, and whoever is caught will fall by 

the sword. Their infants will be dashed in 

pieces before their eyes; their houses will be 

plundered and their wives ravished. 

So, we encounter here the mystery of divine 

sovereignty and human responsibility. God 

commanded the Babylonians and used them for his 

disciplinary purpose. But he never desires for people to 

behave in such cruel and destructive ways as are 

described here. The Babylonians chose to carry out 

these horrible atrocities. Since such behavior 

contradicts the work of the law in the human heart, the 

Lord held them fully responsible. 
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To punish them, the Lord used another nation as his 

weapon. In verses 17-18, he said, 

Behold, I am stirring up the Medes against 

them, who have no regard for silver and do 

not delight in gold. Their bows will slaughter 

the young men; they will have no mercy on 

the fruit of the womb; their eyes will not pity 

children. 

As foretold here, the Medo-Persian Empire conquered 

Babylon in 539 B.C., almost two hundred years after 

Isaiah’s ministry. They were equally brutal. The grand 

city, one of the wonders of the ancient world, was 

ultimately destroyed. Verses 19-22 tell us that the Lord 

said, 

And Babylon, the glory of kingdoms, the 

splendor and pomp of the Chaldeans, will be 

like Sodom and Gomorrah when God 

overthrew them. It will never be inhabited or 

lived in for all generations; no Arab will pitch 

his tent there; no shepherds will make their 

flocks lie down there. But wild animals will 

lie down there, and their houses will be full 

of howling creatures; there ostriches will 

dwell, and there wild goats will dance. 

Hyenas will cry in its towers, and jackals in 
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the pleasant palaces; its time is close at hand 

and its days will not be prolonged. 

The city still lies in ruins today.  Sadaam Hussein, the 

former president of Iraq, tried to rebuild it in the 1980s 

to identify his regime with ancient Babylon. But it 

never amounted to more than a mediocre museum, 

and it fell into disrepair when the United States 

invaded the country. The book of Revelation speaks of 

Babylon playing a role in the end times, but that could 

refer to some other empire motivated by the same 

spirit. We will return to that idea in our study of Isaiah 

14. 

As strange as it seems, the idea of a disposable empire 

should encourage us. If God can raise up a nation and 

wipe it off the face of the map, should we fear any 

nation? On the other hand, should we seek security in 

any nation? As this passage shows, nations can do 

horrible things, but the Lord holds them accountable. 

The mightiest are liable to God’s overthrow. So, our 

trust must be in the Lord alone. 
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Revelation 4 

Servants of God’s People 

Once when my children were young, we visited family 

out west and had a long layover in the Denver airport 

on our way home. Moving walkways ran the length of 

the terminal, so my kids could not resist. They spent at 

least two hours riding back and forth. They walked 

along with the walkway to feel that extra boost of speed. 

They walked in the opposite direction and found 

themselves standing still in relation to everything else. 

When they got tired, they just stood still and let it carry 

them along. No matter what they did, they always 

arrived at the same destination. 
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The same dynamic applies to the nations of the world. 

The Lord has a plan. Some go along with it, some go the 

opposite direction, and some are unaware of it or 

ignore it. But God’s plan keeps moving toward the 

same ultimate destination. The nations will serve God’s 

people. Isaiah 14:1-2 tells us, 

For the LORD will have compassion on Jacob 

and will again choose Israel, and will set 

them in their own land, and sojourners will 

join them and will attach themselves to the 

house of Jacob. And the peoples will take 

them and bring them to their place, and the 

house of Israel will possess them in the 

LORD's land as male and female slaves. They 

will take captive those who were their 

captors, and rule over those who oppressed 

them. 

This vision of Israel’s future aligns with the promises 

that God made to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob over a 

thousand years before the time of Isaiah. Genesis 12:2-

3 tells us that he promised to make them a great nation 

through which all the families of the earth will be 

blessed. After Jacob’s descendants multiplied into a 

nation, Deuteronomy 28:1 tells us that the Lord 

promised to set them high above all the nations of the 
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earth if they obeyed his commandments. But 

Deuteronomy 30:1-10 revealed that the nation would 

disobey and would experience God’s curse until he in 

his compassion finally circumcised their hearts so that 

they could love and obey him and experience his 

promised blessings.  

As Isaiah described it, the nations will have two options 

when Israel is exalted. Some will come as sojourners 

and willingly align themselves with Israel. Those who 

do not will be forced to submit to them as captives. 

Either way, everyone will serve God’s people. That is 

where the moving walkway of history is heading. 

When the Medo-Persian Empire conquered Babylon, 

King Cyrus allowed the exiled descendants of Jacob to 

return to Jerusalem. But Israel was not exalted over 

other nations at that point. They continued to face 

oppression from the Greeks, then from the Romans, 

and from other nations ever since. So, what can we say 

about the fulfillment of Isaiah’s vision? 

Some Christians say that it is presently being fulfilled 

through the church. In Romans 11, Paul likens Gentiles 

who believe in Christ to wild branches grafted into an 
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olive tree. We become attached to God’s people like the 

sojourners in Isaiah 14:1. The New Testament never 

suggests that the church will take captives, but 

passages like Ephesians 4:8 and Colossians 2:15 do 

speak of Christ’s triumph over spiritual rulers and 

authorities through his death and resurrection. 

Furthermore, as Paul said in Romans 6, every believer 

is set free from bondage to sin to become a slave of God, 

a servant of Christ. 

As important as those truths are, they do not seem to 

adequately fulfill the details of the prophecy here in 

Isaiah 14:1-2. This passage and other Old Testament 

prophecies show that at some point God will graciously 

lead the Jewish people to repentance, so that they can 

finally be exalted as a nation to experience the 

blessings that he has promised. Zechariah 12:10 says 

that they will look on him whom they have pierced and 

will mourn. I believe that will happen in conjunction 

with the return of Christ resulting in his thousand-year 

reign described in Revelation 20. Every knee will bow 

to him, and he will show himself to be Lord of the 

nations. 
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How should we respond to this prophecy? Does it mean 

that we should support the current state of Israel? Not 

necessarily. But we should pray for the Jewish people 

to repent and turn to Christ as their king. They will not 

find true peace until they do so. This prophecy shows 

us that God is gracious and faithful to his promises 

even when his people stubbornly resist him. He 

sovereignly directs the course of history to accomplish 

his plan in his timing. If that is true for the nations, it 

is true for us as individuals.Trust the Lord and serve 

him faithfully. 

Conclusion 

The Lord is sovereign over the nations. They are 

weapons at his command, subject to his punishment, 

liable to his overthrow, and will ultimately be servants 

of his people.  

So, if you have never done so, I encourage you to repent 

and turn to God. Don’t go the wrong way on the moving 

walkway of history. Trust in Jesus Christ as your Lord 

and Savior and entrust your life to him now and for 

eternity. If you would like to learn more about that 

decision, you might want to read the third chapter of 
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the book of Acts, where the Apostle Peter addressed 

several of these ideas. 

If you are a believer, are you seeking your security in 

God or somewhere else? Nations rise and fall, but the 

Lord is faithful. Don’t allow yourself to get wrapped up 

in worry or anger over political matters. Trust that God 

is accomplishing his good purpose in the world, even 

through people who reject him. We should radiate a 

sense of confidence in him that encourages others to 

trust him.  

May God’s kingdom come!  

Questions for Further Reflection 

1. What concerns tempt you to worry? Where do you 

look for security on those matters?  

2. How do these revelations relate to your personal 

worries?  

3. How can you prepare to resist the temptation to 

worry? What would remind you to trust God?  
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2 

TAUNTING THE WICKED KING 

ISAIAH 14:3-27 

Most of us will never wage war on a physical 

battleground, but we find ourselves in battles all the 

time. Conflict is part of life in a fallen world. You 

probably came to that realization during recess at your 

elementary school. Every playground has its bullies 

who use intimidation to assert control and exalt 

themselves.  
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One of the bullies at my elementary school was a boy 

named Jason. He was tall and athletic with brown hair 

in a bowl cut. He swore at other boys, punched them in 

the arm, and dared them to take a swing at him. Once 

he even spat at me. I would like to say that I stood up 

to him, but I never did. 

Looking back, I think that Jason’s obnoxious behavior 

stemmed from fear. He had a speech impediment and 

struggled in class. All that bluster on the playground 

was probably an attempt to keep people from mocking 

him. I wish I would have realized that at the time. I 

think it would have boosted my confidence and kept me 

from cowering before him. I don’t know what 

happened to Jason as he grew up, but some bullies just 

keep expanding their sphere of control over 

communities, corporations, and even nations. 

As we continue our study of the Prophet Isaiah’s 

oracles to the nations, we find that God used him to 

prepare his people for dealing with some major bullies. 

Isaiah’s generation was facing intimidation from the 

Assyrian Empire. But in chapter 13, the Lord revealed 

that an even bigger bully would come along later: the 

Babylonian Empire. Hard times would come upon the 
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people of Judah, yet God would ultimately fulfill his 

promises to bless them. 

But the Lord had more to say about Babylon. He must 

have thought that his people needed help for the rough 

road ahead. So, in Isaiah 14:3-27, the prophet 

encouraged God’s people that they will taunt the 

wicked king with six truths. The people needed to see 

through Babylon’s intimidation to recognize the 

ultimate weakness of its king. 

Isaiah does not identify the king by name. The one who 

conquered Jerusalem roughly a century after Isaiah’s 

time was Nebuchadnezzar. The book of Daniel has 

much to say about him. But the truths here in Isaiah 14 

seem to extend beyond a single individual. Some 

statements are so lofty that they transcend what could 

be said of any human kings. Some Christians interpret 

them as poetic hyperbole. But many conclude that 

Isaiah 14 describes the ultimate bully—the devil. 

We find a similar passage in Ezekiel 28 that was written 

over a century later. But the Ezekiel passage describes 

the prince of Tyre. So, is there a connection between 

these wicked kings and the prince of darkness?  
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Satan holds every unbeliever captive to do his will (Jn 

8:34, 44; 2 Tim 2:26). Furthermore, the book of 

Revelation tells us that during the end times he will 

directly control the Antichrist. So, it seems reasonable 

to conclude that Satan has used various world leaders 

throughout history in his efforts to oppose God’s plans. 

As we interpret this passage, we must keep in view both 

the human kings and the evil one who controls them. 

So, even though Isaiah 14 foretold Israel’s victory over 

the earthly king of Babylon, its truths apply to the 

ultimate victory that God’s people will experience over 

Satan. The prince of darkness is our sworn enemy. He 

batters us with temptation and discourages us by his 

pervasive control of the world, but we can draw hope 

from these truths. We can use them to taunt the king of 

wickedness. 
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Truth 1 

The Earth Will Rest 

When we want to rest, many of us get away to nature. 

We seek a pristine forest glade, a secluded shoreline, or 

a lofty mountain peak. We consider such places pure, 

unspoiled by the world. But we cannot escape the 

burden of sin that easily. Corruption is always present 

within us. Even nature itself labors under the curse that 

God pronounced when Adam and Eve succumbed to 

the devil’s temptation. The destructive effects of 

Satan’s rebellion against God are everywhere, but we 

can take confidence in knowing that one day the earth 

will rest. 
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As Isaiah foretold Judah’s conflict with Babylon, he 

looked forward to the rest that his people will one day 

experience. Babylon would be defeated 70 years after 

they conquered Jerusalem. But the ultimate rest will 

come when God conquers all the forces of evil. In Isaiah 

14:3-6, the prophet wrote, 

When the LORD has given you rest from your 

pain and turmoil and the hard service with 

which you were made to serve, you will take 

up this taunt against the king of Babylon: 

"How the oppressor has ceased, the insolent 

fury ceased! The LORD has broken the staff 

of the wicked, the scepter of rulers, that 

struck the peoples in wrath with unceasing 

blows, that ruled the nations in anger with 

unrelenting persecution. 

Did the Jewish people experience rest from pain, 

turmoil, and hard service when Babylon fell to the 

Medo-Persian Empire in 539 B.C.? They were allowed 

to return to their land, but their pain and turmoil has 

never really ended. That will not happen until all 

wicked rulers are defeated, both earthly and demonic. 

Then and only then, will the people of earth experience 

true freedom and rest.  
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When that time comes, nature will celebrate. In verses 

7-8, Isaiah wrote, 

The whole earth is at rest and quiet; they 

break forth into singing. The cypresses 

rejoice at you, the cedars of Lebanon, saying, 

'Since you were laid low, no woodcutter 

comes up against us.' 

The cedars of Lebanon were a prime source of lumber 

in that part of the world. Solomon used them in 

Jerusalem to build his palace and the temple. 

Conquering armies also used them to build siege 

works. So, the defeat of Babylon offered some 

temporary relief for those trees. But a time of ultimate 

peace and rest will come, when those trees will truly 

rejoice. 

Other passages reinforce this idea. Psalm 96:10-13 calls 

the heavens to be glad, the earth to rejoice, the sea to 

roar, the field to exult, and the trees of the forest to sing 

for joy when the Lord comes to judge the world and to 

reign. In Romans 8:18-23, Paul said that creation has 

been groaning, waiting with eager longing because it 

has been subjected to futility. But it will be set free from 
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its bondage to corruption when the sons of God are 

revealed in glory. 

So, don’t lose heart in the struggle with this fallen 

world. As we labor under the curse, we experience 

temptation, suffering, and death. But we can live with 

hope, because one day God will grant true rest to the 

entire earth. 
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Truth 2 

The Dead Will Scoff 

Many people in our society consider death to be the 

ultimate rest. Our cemeteries are serene gardens. I 

have even heard people suggest that those who have 

died get to enjoy those beautiful surroundings. So, 

when life seems too difficult some look to death as an 

escape. But that way of thinking is wrong. 

Dead people do not enjoy cemeteries, those places exist 

for the living. At death, the soul is separated from the 

body. The souls of believers pass directly into the 

presence of the Lord. In 2 Corinthians 5:8, Paul spoke 

of being away from the body and at home with the 
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Lord. But the souls of unbelievers do not share in that 

blessing. 

We might assume that they go to hell, gehenna in the 

Greek. But technically that New Testament term seems 

to refer to the lake of fire, the place of eternal 

punishment where unbelievers are sent after they are 

resurrected to face the Great White Throne judgment 

(Rev 20:11-15). The New Testament uses a different 

word, hades, to refer to the intermediate place where 

unbelieving souls go upon dying. In Luke 16:23, Jesus 

described it as a place of torment. 

These distinctions in the afterlife were not yet clear in 

the Old Testament. It used a more generic Hebrew 

word, sheol, to refer to the place of the dead. Isaiah 

14:9-11 provided some insight into the torment that the 

king of Babylon would face there. The dead will scoff at 

him. The passage tells us, 

Sheol beneath is stirred up to meet you when 

you come; it rouses the shades to greet you, 

all who were leaders of the earth; it raises 

from their thrones all who were kings of the 

nations. All of them will answer and say to 

you: 'You too have become as weak as we! 

You have become like us!' Your pomp is 
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brought down to Sheol, the sound of your 

harps; maggots are laid as a bed beneath you, 

and worms are your covers. 

Some claim that these verses are nothing more than a 

poetic way of saying that the king of Babylon will die 

like any other human being. That thought would 

provide some comfort for those who suffered 

oppression at his hand. But the New Testament 

teaching about the afterlife allows us to interpret this 

description in a more literal sense. This king will not 

just die. He will suffer physical and emotional torment 

as punishment for his wicked deeds. He will be 

humiliated. Justice will be served. 

Does this passage give us any insight about Satan’s 

future? I think so. Jesus seems to have drawn upon this 

passage in speaking about the eternal torment of 

gehenna. Mark 9:48 tells us that he described it as, 

“where their worm does not die and the fire is not 

quenched.” Unless you are saved through faith in 

Christ, that is your destiny. Matthew 25:41 and 

Revelation 20:10 indicate that the devil and his angels 

are destined for that same fiery, eternal punishment.  
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As powerful as Satan may seem, he will be humiliated. 

He will end up being tormented right alongside every 

unrepentant sinner who has ever lived. So, don’t cower 

before the evil one. Stand firm. 
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Truth 3 

The Stars Will Recall 

If you get away from city lights and gaze up into a clear 

night sky, the number of stars that you can see is truly 

breathtaking. In fact, as better telescopes are 

developed, more and more stars continue to be 

discovered in the patches of space that seem dark. The 

current scientific view is that a star is a massive 

collection of hydrogen atoms, radiating energy as they 

fuse together on a nuclear level to form helium and 

other elements.  
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On a few occasions the Bible links stars with angelic 

beings. The connection may simply be that stars serve 

as a good illustration of angelic beings looking down 

upon us from heaven. But there may be something 

more to it.  

Isaiah used the stars to describe the lofty aspirations of 

the wicked king and the severity of his fall. They stand 

as witnesses who have watched the whole story play 

out. The stars will recall. Isaiah 14:12-15 says, 

“How you are fallen from heaven, O Day Star, 

son of Dawn! How you are cut down to the 

ground, you who laid the nations low! You 

said in your heart, ‘I will ascend to heaven; 

above the stars of God I will set my throne on 

high; I will sit on the mount of assembly in 

the far reaches of the north; I will ascend 

above the heights of the clouds; I will make 

myself like the Most High.’ But you are 

brought down to Sheol, to the far reaches of 

the pit. 

In the Latin translation of the Old Testament the word 

“day star” was translated with the word lucifer. This 

word and the original Hebrew term simply mean 

brightness, but the translators of the King James 

Version used the Latin word as if it were a proper name. 
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It’s not. The point of the passage is simply that this 

bright one wanted to rule over the other stars to 

become like God Most High. But it fell from heaven all 

the way to the deepest pit of Sheol, the place of the 

dead. 

Again, one might conclude that this is simply poetic 

language about the aspirations of a powerful human 

king. But other passages point toward a different 

conclusion. Job 38:7 tells us that at the foundation of 

the earth, the morning stars sang together, and all the 

sons of God shouted for joy. Revelation 12:4 refers to a 

great dragon whose tail swept down a third of the stars 

of heaven and cast them to the earth. Verse 9 then 

identifies that dragon as the ancient serpent, the devil, 

Satan, the deceiver of the whole world. The fallen stars 

are called his angels. 

We find further confirmation in Ezekiel 28, the passage 

I mentioned earlier. There the prince of Tyre was called 

an anointed cherub who was present in the garden of 

Eden and on the mountain of God. Because 

unrighteousness was found in him, he was cast down 

from the mountain. 
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So, the one who influenced the king of Babylon and the 

prince of Tyre was an angelic being who led a rebellion 

against the Creator and sought his own glory. The other 

two-thirds of the angelic hosts who remain faithful to 

God recall his foolish aspirations. They know that his 

downfall is certain. His efforts cannot succeed. We 

should draw strength and hope from the same truth. 
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Truth 4 

The Living Will Loathe 

Sometimes you encounter obstacles in your path, like a 

tree branch blocking a trail. You might be able to go 

around it or climb over it. If it’s small enough, you 

might just toss it aside. But when you look back and 

remember your journey, you probably won’t bother to 

think about that fallen branch. It wasn’t that big of a 

deal. 

Isaiah told us how the dead will scoff at the wicked king 

and how the stars will recall his foolish aspirations. But 

what about the living? How will they respond? The 

living will loathe him. They will conclude that he was 
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not that big of a deal, an obstacle kicked aside. They 

will shrug and carry on with life. Isaiah 14:16-20a tells 

us, 

Those who see you will stare at you and 

ponder over you: ‘Is this the man who made 

the earth tremble, who shook kingdoms, who 

made the world like a desert and overthrew 

its cities, who did not let his prisoners go 

home?’ All the kings of the nations lie in 

glory, each in his own tomb; but you are cast 

out, away from your grave, like a loathed 

branch, clothed with the slain, those pierced 

by the sword, who go down to the stones of 

the pit, like a dead body trampled underfoot. 

You will not be joined with them in burial, 

because you have destroyed your land, you 

have slain your people. 

If Nebuchadnezzar is in view here, the prophecy is 

fairly accurate. Jewish tradition says that his corpse 

was exhumed by his enemies and pierced with swords. 

I do not know whether that is true, but we can say for 

certain that there is no great monument to his reign. 

We do not know where his tomb was located. He was 

an obstacle along the way, but the world moved on. 
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I suspect that those who spend eternity in the new 

heaven and earth will have similar feelings about 

Satan. We will be in the presence of God. Revelation 

21:4 says,  

He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, 

and death shall be no more, neither shall 

there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain 

anymore, for the former things have passed 

away. 

The devil’s power may seem formidable, but one day 

his influence will seem like a minor obstacle along the 

way. Those who live forever will loathe him. So, though 

we must be aware of his efforts and alert to his attacks, 

we should not be anxious that he will ever win the 

spiritual battle. 
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Truth 5 

The Legacy Will End 

Evil influence spreads like contamination. Apart from 

God’s intervention, it naturally passes from person to 

person, particularly in families. Wicked thoughts and 

selfish motives are unconsciously absorbed. So, this 

taunting of the wicked king includes the truth that his 

legacy will come to a complete and final end. Isaiah 

14:20b-23 says, 

“May the offspring of evildoers nevermore be 

named! Prepare slaughter for his sons 

because of the guilt of their fathers, lest they 

rise and possess the earth, and fill the face of 

the world with cities.” “I will rise up against 
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them,” declares the LORD of hosts, “and will 

cut off from Babylon name and remnant, 

descendants and posterity,” declares the 

LORD. “And I will make it a possession of the 

hedgehog, and pools of water, and I will 

sweep it with the broom of destruction,” 

declares the LORD of hosts. 

The dynasty of Babylon came to a complete end. The 

legacy of that influence in the world was too 

destructive. As we learned previously, the city was 

destroyed and has never been rebuilt. 

Does this truth apply to Satan? He does not have literal 

offspring. But as Jesus was arguing with the Pharisees, 

John 8:44 tells us that he said,  

“You are of your father the devil, and your 

will is to do your father's desires. He was a 

murderer from the beginning, and does not 

stand in the truth, because there is no truth 

in him. When he lies, he speaks out of his 

own character, for he is a liar and the father 

of lies.” 

The devil has a legacy. His influence contaminates the 

whole world. So, Satan is not the only one who will be 

excluded from the new heaven and earth. Every 

unrepentant sinner will share his fate.  
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But the good news is that no human being is stuck in 

that evil family tree. You can be born again through 

faith in Christ. You can be adopted into the family of 

God. Satan’s legacy will end, but the children of God 

will reign with him forever. 

  



ABOVE ALL 

 

46 

Truth 6 

God’s Purpose Will Stand 

Human beings have an amazing ability to create 

stories. Some are simple, like those told in a child’s 

picture book. But others are complicated with a variety 

of life-like characters, vivid settings, and intertwining 

plots. With a good author, each detail contributes to the 

story. 

People have this ability because we are made in the 

image of God. He is a storyteller too, but his tale is far 

more complex. Every living being is one of his 

characters. He enables us to make real choices, but he 

is still able to weave every action together to tell the 



Taunting the Wicked King ( Isa 14:3 -27) 

 

47 

story he wants to tell. Whatever hardship we 

encounter, we can trust that God’s purpose will stand. 

This oracle that God gave to Isaiah focused on the 

Babylonian king and his empire, even though the 

Babylonians would not rise to prominence for another 

century. The immediate threat facing Isaiah’s 

countrymen in the kingdom of Judah was the Assyrian 

Empire. So, as the oracle concludes in Isaiah 14:24-27, 

God clarified its purpose. If he can preserve the people 

of Judah through exile in Babylon, then they can 

certainly trust him to accomplish his purpose through 

the Assyrians. Isaiah wrote, 

The LORD of hosts has sworn: “As I have 

planned, so shall it be, and as I have 

purposed, so shall it stand, that I will break 

the Assyrian in my land, and on my 

mountains trample him underfoot; and his 

yoke shall depart from them, and his burden 

from their shoulder.” This is the purpose that 

is purposed concerning the whole earth, and 

this is the hand that is stretched out over all 

the nations. For the LORD of hosts has 

purposed, and who will annul it? His hand is 

stretched out, and who will turn it back? 
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God’s story defines the rise and fall of nations. It 

includes the rebellion of angels led by Satan who were 

cast out of heaven. Their best efforts to frustrate his 

plans are woven into his plot. The details of our lives 

also contribute to it. So, whatever circumstances we 

face, we can trust that God is working all things 

together to accomplish his good and perfect purpose. 

Conclusion 

Be encouraged! Though we face a wicked king, we can 

taunt him with these truths. One day the earth will rest 

from his influence. The dead will scoff. The stars will 

recall his foolish aspirations. The living will loathe his 

memory. His destructive legacy will end, and God’s 

good purpose will stand. 

What role do you play in God’s story? Are you still 

enslaved to the wicked king? Seek freedom in Christ. 

Ask him to rescue you from the domain of darkness. Be 

born again as a child of God. If you want to learn more 

about how the Son sets us free, the eighth chapter of 

John’s Gospel is a good chapter to consider.  
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If you are a believer, are you standing firm against the 

attacks of the devil? Don’t let him bully you into a sinful 

way of life. Draw strength in knowing that his power is 

limited and his downfall certain. Recommit yourself to 

standing firm in the gospel of Christ.  

Perhaps you have a friend who is held captive by Satan 

to do his will. That is the standing of everyone who is 

not trusting Christ. Would you gently correct that 

person?  Share the good news of the hope we have in 

Christ. 

May we stand firm in the grace of God! 

Questions for Further Reflection 

1. What thoughts discourage you and leave you feeling 

hopeless in your personal struggle against evil? 

2. How do these truths refute those thoughts?  

3. What practical steps can you take to stand firm 

against evil this week? 
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3 

REASONS WE DON’T TRUST GOD 

ISAIAH 14:28-17:11 

Before moving to Michigan, I had never lived anywhere 

that had tornado sirens. So, it was a new experience to 

hear those sirens go off and to be faced with a decision. 

What should I do? What do you do? Do you go outside 

to watch? Do you panic? Do you head to your basement 

where you have a stash of supplies ready for any 

emergency? Do you bother to pray?  
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Your answer says something about your personality 

and your relationship with God. That is true of any 

crisis that we encounter, whether it relates to weather, 

health, finances, or conflict. That is why God allows us 

to experience those situations. James 1:3-4 says, “for 

you know that the testing of your faith produces 

steadfastness. And let steadfastness have its full effect, 

that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in 

nothing.” Are we failing those tests? 

The Prophet Isaiah served during a time of great crisis. 

His nation, Judah, and their sister nation, Israel, were 

threatened by the mighty Assyrian Empire. Since the 

Lord had made a covenant with them, promising to 

protect them, their fundamental response should have 

been to trust him. In fact, God established that 

relationship with them so that others would see it and 

would be drawn to worship him. Psalm 67:1-2 captured 

this thought by saying, “May God be gracious to us and 

bless us and make his face to shine upon us, that your 

way may be known on earth, your saving power among 

all nations.” 

But God’s people were not responding well. That is why 

he called Isaiah to prophesy. They needed to remember 
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that the Lord reigns above all. To lead them to that 

understanding, he gave Isaiah a series of oracles about 

his relationship to other nations.  

The series begins in Isaiah 13 and 14 with an oracle 

about Babylon. The Lord dismissed the immediate 

threat from the Assyrians by revealing that the 

Babylonians would be a bigger problem in the future. 

Their brutal conquest of other nations would be 

directed by Satan. But God would judge them for their 

cruelty and would still accomplish his good purpose for 

his chosen people.  

The next three oracles, recorded in Isaiah 14:28-17:11, 

are directed to smaller neighboring nations: Philistia, 

Moab, and Syria. All three had fought the people of 

Israel for centuries. But they had also witnessed God’s 

power at work among them. So, as they faced the threat 

of conquest from the Assyrians, they had the 

opportunity to seek the Lord. Each of these oracles 

refer to him as a source of refuge or shelter. But they 

also demonstrate a reason that each nation will fail to 

trust God. 
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I think that we often fail to trust God for the same 

reasons. The characteristics of those three ancient 

cultures are still present in our individual 

personalities. So, even though this is a lot of verses to 

cover at one time, I think that we will benefit from 

comparing the nations and seeing how God responded 

to each. It will help us identify and resist the 

inclinations that lead us away from trusting him. 
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Reason 1 

Minimizing 

If you need a relaxing vacation, you might head to some 

warm climate with a nice stretch of beach, where the 

pace is slow, and the culture is laid back. In those sorts 

of places, people are not hurried or worried. They take 

it easy and hope for the best. They assume that 

everything will turn out alright. You might see that 

outlook as an expression of great faith. But those who 

habitually minimize problems may not see any reason 

to bother with trusting in God. 

I suspect that ancient Philistia was characterized by 

this mindset. They were Judah’s neighbors to the west, 
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living in the fertile coastal plain along the shore of the 

Mediterranean Sea. That area enjoys warm, dry 

summers and mild winters. The Hebrew word 

Philistine could be translated as “immigrant.” Modern 

scholars debate their place of origin, but ancient 

Egyptian records refer to them as the Sea Peoples. 

Pottery found in that area suggests that they may have 

come from somewhere around the Aegean Sea. 

Genesis tells us that Abraham and Isaac had tense 

relations with the Philistines. But the conflict became 

much more serious later when the people of Israel 

entered the land. Israel was supposed to drive the 

Philistines out, but they never succeeded. So, during 

the period of the Judges, Samson battled them. They 

were also the main threat during the reign of King Saul, 

which is when we meet their best-known 

representative: the giant, Goliath. 

Rather than bothering with a major assault, the 

Philistines tried to simply intimidate Israel’s troops 

into submission. They sent out Goliath to challenge 

them to single combat. The strategy would have 

worked if it were not for a shepherd boy named David, 

who trusted God, won the battle, and later became 
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Israel’s next king. The Philistines had a front row seat 

to see how God blessed David’s faith in his ascension to 

the throne and his long reign. 

How did the Philistines respond to the threat of being 

invaded by the Assyrian Empire? Did they place their 

faith in the God of Israel? No, they seem to have 

minimized the problem. Isaiah 14:28-29 tells us, 

In the year that King Ahaz died came this 

oracle: Rejoice not, O Philistia, all of you, 

that the rod that struck you is broken, for 

from the serpent's root will come forth an 

adder, and its fruit will be a flying fiery 

serpent. 

Ahaz was the king of Judah. Since his death is 

mentioned, you might assume that he was the broken 

rod that had struck the Philistines. But 2 Chronicles 

28:18, tells us that the Philistines had taken several 

towns away from Judah during the reign of Ahaz. So, 

they probably did not view Ahaz as a major threat. The 

ruler in view here was probably an Assyrian king 

named Shalmaneser V.  

Shalmaneser died around 722 B.C., as his forces were 

conquering Samaria, the capital of Israel. The Assyrian 
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Empire was unstable for a time while his successor, 

Sargon II, consolidated his power. So, the Philistines 

assumed that their troubles were over. That is what 

they were celebrating, but the Lord warned them that 

Shalmaneser’s successors would be even more deadly. 

He was just a simple serpent when compared with a 

deadly adder and then a flying fiery serpent that would 

come against them in the future.  

The beginning of Isaiah 14:30 captures the optimism of 

the Philistines, but the reality of what lay ahead for 

them is revealed as the oracle continues into verse 31. 

It says, 

And the firstborn of the poor will graze, and 

the needy lie down in safety; but I will kill 

your root with famine, and your remnant it 

will slay. Wail, O gate; cry out, O city; melt in 

fear, O Philistia, all of you! For smoke comes 

out of the north, and there is no straggler in 

his ranks. 

They anticipated prosperity and safety, but the Lord 

said that he would bring this judgment upon them. 

Their root would wither. Their city gates would fall. An 

enemy would march down from the north like a cloud 

of smoke from a fire sweeping across the land. 



ABOVE ALL 

 

58 

Minimizing problems in this way is an exercise of self-

deception. But being realistic does not mean being 

hopeless. The oracle concludes in verse 32 by saying, 

“What will one answer the messengers of the nation? 

‘The LORD has founded Zion, and in her the afflicted 

of his people find refuge.’” 

The messengers in view here may be Philistines who 

were sent to Jerusalem to form an alliance or more 

likely Assyrians who were coming to demand surrender 

and submission. Whoever they might be, God’s people 

are called to trust him. Zion is the mountain in 

Jerusalem where the temple of the Lord was located. 

Refuge and security are only found in his presence. 

King Ahaz never believed that. He took the vessels of 

the temple and had them reshaped into idols of other 

gods. But after his death, his son, Hezekiah, removed 

the idols and restored the temple. He trusted in God, 

and the Lord protected Jerusalem from the Assyrians. 

The Philistine people endured for another hundred 

years or so after suffering at the hand of the Assyrians. 

Then they were conquered by the Babylonians, and 

they disappeared from history. The Old Testament 
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never speaks of any Philistine trusting in the Lord. 

Perhaps they just kept minimizing the threats that they 

faced. 

Are you inclined toward that kind of outlook? Don’t 

confuse a laid-back attitude with genuine faith. You 

need a place of refuge from the judgment of God. 
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Reason 2 

Emotionalizing 

In the social media age, we process life through emojis. 

You are invited to respond to any statement, image, or 

video clip by registering how it makes you feel—sad, 

mad, or happy. But there is no way to indicate how 

significant or strong those feelings are. You click the 

same happy face for a cat doing something silly or for 

parents celebrating the birth of their first child. If a 

post is about a mistake on a fast-food order or some 

terrible crime… MAD FACE. Whether someone stubs 

their toe or loses a loved one in a car accident… SAD 
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FACE. I think it conditions us to be both shallow and 

extreme in our reactions. 

Of course, emotionalizing life is nothing new. There 

have always been people with that inclination. In fact, 

many people associate religion with strong emotional 

expression. But the problem is that you can be so 

absorbed in how you feel that you don’t pay attention 

to what God says. Emotionalizing life can keep you 

from trusting God. 

There is strong evidence of this inclination in the 

people of Moab, who lived east of the Dead Sea. They 

were cousins to the people of Israel, being descendants 

of Lot, Abraham’s nephew. Genesis 19 tells us that 

when God rescued Lot and his daughters from the 

destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, they hid in a 

cave. Overwhelmed with fear, these young women 

wrongly assumed that no other men would be left on 

earth. So, they got their father drunk and slept with 

him so that they could become pregnant. Moab was one 

of the boys from that disgraceful union. 

Many years later, when the people of Israel had 

multiplied and were preparing to enter the promised 
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land, the Moabite people were overcome by fear. Moab 

was outside of the land that God promised to Israel, but 

Numbers 22-24 tells us that they hired the false 

prophet, Balaam, to curse Israel. When that failed, the 

Moabites turned to sexual immorality. 

In Numbers 25, we learn that they sent their daughters 

to seduce Israelite men into worshiping false gods, so 

that the Lord would turn against them. A plague began 

to spread through Israel, until a priest named Phinehas 

intervened by executing one of those couples. Moving 

forward, relations between Israel and Moab were 

always difficult. 

So, the Lord’s oracle about Moab foretold that they 

would be overwhelmed with emotion by an invasion. It 

begins in Isaiah 15:1-4 by saying, 

An oracle concerning Moab. Because Ar of 

Moab is laid waste in a night, Moab is 

undone; because Kir of Moab is laid waste in 

a night, Moab is undone. He has gone up to 

the temple, and to Dibon, to the high places 

to weep; over Nebo and over Medeba Moab 

wails. On every head is baldness; every beard 

is shorn; in the streets they wear sackcloth; 

on the housetops and in the squares 

everyone wails and melts in tears. Heshbon 
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and Elealeh cry out; their voice is heard as far 

as Jahaz; therefore the armed men of Moab 

cry aloud; his soul trembles. 

We do not know where all these towns were located. 

Nebo, Medeba, and Heshbon were by their northern 

border, Ar and Dibon in the middle, and Kir toward the 

south. The oracle seems to indicate that the entire 

country would be overrun in a single night. Everyone 

would be left weeping and wailing. They would follow 

their religious and social customs for expressing grief. 

Even their armed men would be paralyzed with fear. 

This nationwide mourning continues in verses 5-8 by 

naming more locations that seem to be in the south. 

But pay attention to how verse 5 begins. It says, 

My heart cries out for Moab; her fugitives 

flee to Zoar, to Eglath-shelishiyah. For at the 

ascent of Luhith they go up weeping; on the 

road to Horonaim they raise a cry of 

destruction; the waters of Nimrim are a 

desolation; the grass is withered, the 

vegetation fails, the greenery is no more. 

Therefore the abundance they have gained 

and what they have laid up they carry away 

over the Brook of the Willows. For a cry has 

gone around the land of Moab; her wailing 
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reaches to Eglaim; her wailing reaches to 

Beer-elim. 

Some claim that by saying “My heart cries out,” Isaiah 

was expressing his personal sympathy for Moab. But 

this oracle is from the Lord. So, even though the people 

of Moab were idolaters, God would still identify with 

them in their grief. These were people created in his 

image. He felt compassion for them, just as we see in 

Jesus throughout his ministry. Nevertheless, they still 

deserved judgment for their sins, so in verse 9, the Lord 

said, “For the waters of Dibon are full of blood; for I 

will bring upon Dibon even more, a lion for those of 

Moab who escape, for the remnant of the land.” 

Emotional brokenness alone will not save anyone. 

God’s wrath must be satisfied. But in his mercy, the 

Lord instructed the people of Moab to look to Zion. 

They needed to channel their grief into action, seeking 

help from the king in Jerusalem. In Isaiah 16:1, God 

called them to pay tribute to him, by saying, “Send the 

lamb to the ruler of the land, from Sela, by way of the 

desert, to the mount of the daughter of Zion.” 

They are called to seek shelter and justice from him. 

Verses 2-5 say, 
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Like fleeing birds, like a scattered nest, so are 

the daughters of Moab at the fords of the 

Arnon. “Give counsel; grant justice; make 

your shade like night at the height of noon; 

shelter the outcasts; do not reveal the 

fugitive; let the outcasts of Moab sojourn 

among you; be a shelter to them from the 

destroyer. When the oppressor is no more, 

and destruction has ceased, and he who 

tramples underfoot has vanished from the 

land, then a throne will be established in 

steadfast love, and on it will sit in faithfulness 

in the tent of David one who judges and seeks 

justice and is swift to do righteousness." 

Moab should have known that true shelter is found in 

the throne of David. David’s great-grandmother was a 

woman from Moab named Ruth. She had been married 

to a Jewish man named Mahlon, whose family 

immigrated to Moab during a time of famine. He died 

before they had any children. But rather than 

wallowing in her grief, she pledged herself to 

accompany her mother-in-law back to Judah. The Lord 

provided a new husband for her and a son, making her 

an ancestor of both David and Jesus. At one point in 

the story, her husband-to-be acknowledged that she 
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had come to “take refuge under the wings of the God of 

Israel” (Ruth 2:12).  

The Lord used similar imagery in this oracle to tell the 

Moabite women of Isaiah’s time to seek the same 

source of refuge, and that instruction still applies 

today. Jesus Christ is the descendant of David, who will 

ultimately reign in steadfast love, faithfulness, justice, 

and righteousness. Through dying in our place on the 

cross, he provided the only shelter that can protect us 

from the punishment that we deserve for our sins. We 

must seek refuge in him! 

Sadly, many emotionalizing people are too self-

absorbed to respond with such humility. That was true 

of most people in Moab. The Lord concluded his oracle 

in verses 6-14 by saying, 

We have heard of the pride of Moab— how 

proud he is!— of his arrogance, his pride, and 

his insolence; in his idle boasting he is not 

right. Therefore let Moab wail for Moab, let 

everyone wail. Mourn, utterly stricken, for 

the raisin cakes of Kir-hareseth. For the 

fields of Heshbon languish, and the vine of 

Sibmah; the lords of the nations have struck 

down its branches, which reached to Jazer 

and strayed to the desert; its shoots spread 
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abroad and passed over the sea. Therefore I 

weep with the weeping of Jazer for the vine 

of Sibmah; I drench you with my tears, O 

Heshbon and Elealeh; for over your summer 

fruit and your harvest the shout has ceased. 

And joy and gladness are taken away from 

the fruitful field, and in the vineyards no 

songs are sung, no cheers are raised; no 

treader treads out wine in the presses; I have 

put an end to the shouting. Therefore my 

inner parts moan like a lyre for Moab, and 

my inmost self for Kir-hareseth. And when 

Moab presents himself, when he wearies 

himself on the high place, when he comes to 

his sanctuary to pray, he will not prevail. This 

is the word that the LORD spoke concerning 

Moab in the past. But now the LORD has 

spoken, saying, "In three years, like the years 

of a hired worker, the glory of Moab will be 

brought into contempt, in spite of all his 

great multitude, and those who remain will 

be very few and feeble." 

The Lord finds no pleasure in the death of the wicked 

(Ezek 18:23; 33:11). This oracle shows that he weeps 

and moans over them, yet they refuse to trust him. 

They look to false religion or they try to deaden their 

pain with drunkenness. That might settle their 
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emotions for a time, but it will never lead them to true 

shelter. 
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Reason 3 

Organizing 

Successful farming requires organization, discipline, 

and lots of hard work. The farmer cannot take it easy 

and hope that the crop will spring up on its own. He 

cannot wait to start working until he feels excited about 

it. He has a long list of tasks that need to be 

accomplished in the right order at the right time of the 

year. But with all that effort, he must still rely upon God 

to provide the conditions that will yield an abundant 

harvest. Yet there is a temptation to forget that part. 

We like to think that we are in control. Our organizing 

can end up displacing our trust in God. 
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The Lord’s oracle about Damascus used farming 

imagery like this. Then as now, Damascus is the capital 

of Syria, Israel’s neighbor to the northeast. The Hebrew 

name for the region was Aram, tracing all the way back 

to Aram, the son of Shem, the son of Noah. So, Aram or 

Syria was separate from Assyria which was located 

farther east in what is now northern Iraq. 

This organizing mindset seems to have been part of 

Aramean culture. We find a vivid negative example in 

King David’s son, Absalom, whose mother was 

Aramean. His story is recorded in 2 Samuel 13-18. After 

his sister, Tamar, was raped by their half-brother 

Amnon, Absalom spent two years planning and waiting 

for the right opportunity to strike him down. He then 

fled Jerusalem and stayed with his grandfather, an 

Aramean king in a city called Geshur.  

When Absalom returned, he organized an elaborate 

plot to overthrow David and claim the throne. He even 

succeeded for a time, but he died in battle because of 

something he could not anticipate. His mule walked 

under a tree, and his head got caught in a branch, 

making him an easy target.  
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During Isaiah’s time, Syria had formed an alliance with 

Israel’s northern kingdom which is also called Ephraim 

(Isa 7:1-2). So, the oracle addresses both nations, but 

their scheme to withstand the Assyrians would only 

result in their destruction. Isaiah 17:1-3 says, 

An oracle concerning Damascus. Behold, 

Damascus will cease to be a city and will 

become a heap of ruins. The cities of Aroer 

are deserted; they will be for flocks, which 

will lie down, and none will make them 

afraid. The fortress will disappear from 

Ephraim, and the kingdom from Damascus; 

and the remnant of Syria will be like the glory 

of the children of Israel, declares the LORD 

of hosts. 

Instead of reaping a successful harvest, these nations 

would become a harvest for the Assyrians that few 

people would survive. Verses 4-6 say, 

And in that day the glory of Jacob will be 

brought low, and the fat of his flesh will grow 

lean. And it shall be as when the reaper 

gathers standing grain and his arm harvests 

the ears, and as when one gleans the ears of 

grain in the Valley of Rephaim. Gleanings 

will be left in it, as when an olive tree is 

beaten-- two or three berries in the top of the 
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highest bough, four or five on the branches of 

a fruit tree, declares the LORD God of Israel. 

That sort of experience should humble people. It 

should force them to see that many factors in life are 

beyond our control. So, verses 7-8 say, 

In that day man will look to his Maker, and 

his eyes will look on the Holy One of Israel. 

He will not look to the altars, the work of his 

hands, and he will not look on what his own 

fingers have made, either the Asherim or the 

altars of incense. 

They will see that all the time and effort that they 

invested in their false religion was worthless. True 

religion is not a matter of rituals and works. It is about 

acknowledging your complete dependence upon your 

Creator. Only he can save. But verses 9-11 say, 

In that day their strong cities will be like the 

deserted places of the wooded heights and 

the hilltops, which they deserted because of 

the children of Israel, and there will be 

desolation. For you have forgotten the God of 

your salvation and have not remembered the 

Rock of your refuge; therefore, though you 

plant pleasant plants and sow the vine-

branch of a stranger, though you make them 

grow on the day that you plant them, and 
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make them blossom in the morning that you 

sow, yet the harvest will flee away in a day of 

grief and incurable pain. 

In our hard work and self-reliance, we can forget the 

Lord. But about a century before Isaiah’s time, there 

was one Syrian man whose eyes were opened through 

a painful experience. As the commander of the Syrian 

army, Naaman must have been a master organizer. But 

2 Kings 5 tells us that he contracted leprosy. He tried 

every possible cure, but his efforts were fruitless. 

Finally, a young Israelite girl that he had captured in 

battle and taken into his home as a slave, told him that 

the Prophet Elisha could heal him. 

When Naaman went to Elisha, he was told to wash 

seven times in the Jordan River. He was angry. It didn’t 

make any sense to him.  But he was at the end of his 

rope, so his servants persuaded him to trust the 

direction that this prophet had given him. The Lord 

miraculously healed him. So, when he returned to 

Elisha, he said, “Behold, I know that there is no God in 

all the earth but in Israel” (2 Ki 5:15). 
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That is the same realization to which all of us must 

come. Rather than relying upon our organizing efforts, 

we must trust the Lord. 

Conclusion 

You probably do not have any ties to these three 

nations or their respective cultures. But one of these 

inclinations is probably part of your personality. Are 

you a minimizer, an emotionalizer, or an organizer? Is 

that characteristic keeping you from trusting God? 

If you have never done so, I invite you to take refuge in 

Christ from the coming judgment. If you want to learn 

more about the security that he offers, you might want 

to spend some time in the eighth chapter of Romans. 

Even if you trust the Lord, it is still easy to succumb to 

those inclinations. Commit yourself to walk by faith 

and share your faith with others. 

May you experience true peace in Christ! 
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Questions for Further Reflection 

1. Which nation is the closest match to your 

personality? What are some strengths and 

weakness of that inclination?  

 

2. How does God’s response to that nation help 

you?  

 

3. Think of a recent crisis you faced. How did you 

handle it? How would you change your response 

in a similar situation? 
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4 

MISPLACED TRUST 

ISAIAH 17:12-20:6 

Have you ever stepped out on a bridge only to find 

yourself questioning its reliability? There is a wooden 

footbridge over the Kalamazoo River that I have used 

while running with a group. It seems to be a much safer 

route than going alongside the traffic on the vehicle 

bridge. But after a few strides it begins to undulate. 

Then you begin to notice that some planks are rotten, 
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and others are missing. I don’t think anyone has ever 

fallen through, but it makes you wonder. 

Thankfully, you only need to trust a bridge like that for 

a few seconds. Then you return to solid ground and 

continue on your way. But there are other longer 

lasting situations that require deeper trust. Have you 

ever embarked on some sort of relationship with a 

person or a group only to find yourself questioning 

their reliability? It could be a friendship, a business 

partnership, involvement with a church, or even a 

political alliance. How do you determine whether that 

person or group is trustworthy? 

The next passage in our study of the book of Isaiah 

addresses this question. As we have seen, the kingdom 

of Judah and its neighboring nations were threatened 

by the spread of the Assyrian Empire. The oracles 

about Philistia, Moab, and Syria demonstrated reasons 

that those nations would fail to take refuge in the Lord. 

They would minimize the threat, emotionalize it, or 

simply organize to handle it in their own strength. 

Rather than succumbing to those inclinations, the Lord 

wanted his people to walk by faith. But it is possible to 
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have faith that is misplaced, to rely upon someone or 

something other than the Lord. 

The people of Judah were tempted to rely upon a 

political alliance with Egypt. In fact, 2 Kings 18:21 tells 

us that the Assyrians scoffed at this alliance as they 

prepared to lay siege to Jerusalem. But even before that 

encounter, the Lord wanted his people to see the folly 

of relying upon Egypt. Isaiah 17:12-20:6 exposes the 

weakness of five characteristics that often lead to 

misplaced trust.  

These are qualities that impress us and entice us. They 

make us think that these people know what they are 

doing. They are not inherently wrong. But when they 

are separated from faith in God, they are meaningless 

in determining whether to trust someone. We place far 

too much stock in them. So, this passage can help 

believers be less gullible and more discerning.  
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Characteristic 1 

Intensity 

What is the sound of power? You might think of a 

thunderclap or the growl of an engine. But there is 

something uniquely awe-inspiring about waves 

crashing against a rocky shoreline. Their intense 

rumbling is relentless. That sound can be terrifying if 

you are in a boat. But if you’re on solid ground, it can 

be soothing. 

Isaiah used this picture in verse 12 of chapter 17 to 

describe the intensity of the nations. The loudest 

people are hard to ignore but trusting them can be a 

mistake. For some reason, the ESV translation of the 
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verse uses the word thunder, where other translations 

use terms like roar or rumble. At this point, the ocean 

is in view. The storm will come in the next verse. Isaiah 

said, “Ah, the thunder of many peoples; they thunder 

like the thundering of the sea! Ah, the roar of nations; 

they roar like the roaring of mighty waters!” 

We sense Isaiah’s emotion in that little interjection, 

“Ah!” He used it twenty-one times in his prophecy, and 

he will use it again in verse 1 of chapter 18. That 

similarity leads me to conclude that the new chapter 

should begin with 17:12. The oracle about Egypt does 

not officially start until chapter 19, but the oracle about 

Damascus in the first part of chapter 17 focused on 

harvest imagery. So, this picture of the ocean marks a 

clear transition. These verses at the end of chapter 17 

and all of chapter 18 serve as a sort of interlude leading 

up to the message about Egypt.  

Sometimes at the coast, you can see a point where 

currents from different directions crash into each 

other. That is where the waves surge highest. 

Throughout history, the land that God promised to the 

people of Israel has often been that intersection in the 

clash of nations. In Isaiah’s time, Assyria was the 
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superpower roaring down from the north. Egypt was 

their opponent surging up from the south. In such 

frightening circumstances, the temptation was to 

choose a side, to listen to the loudest voice, and to join 

the strongest current no matter what compromise 

might be required. 

We face a similar temptation today on a more personal 

level. We hear the constant rumble of conflicting ideas 

in our culture. The intense emotions of fear and anger 

drown out any thoughts of discernment. We feel 

compelled to choose a side and to echo the loudest 

voices. We convince ourselves that doing so is the only 

way to soothe our fears. 

But in verses 13 and 14, Isaiah responded to the surging 

waves in his society by saying,  

The nations roar like the roaring of many 

waters, but he will rebuke them, and they will 

flee far away, chased like chaff on the 

mountains before the wind and whirling dust 

before the storm. At evening time, behold, 

terror! Before morning, they are no more! 

This is the portion of those who loot us, and 

the lot of those who plunder us. 
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The Lord reigns above all. He is not threatened by the 

intensity of the nations. He simply rebukes the waves, 

and they flee. Jesus demonstrated this power when a 

windstorm struck as he and his disciples were crossing 

the Sea of Galilee. Luke 8:24-25 tells us that the 

disciples panicked. But when Jesus rebuked the wind 

and the waves, the sea became still. He then asked his 

disciples, “Where is your faith?”  

Isaiah was raising the same question here. The Lord is 

the source of true power. He is like a storm and those 

intense nations are like chaff or dust. Nations may loot 

and plunder, but he can simply blow them away.  

Where is your faith? Are you caught up in the intensity 

of the current clash, listening to the loudest voices? Is 

your trust misplaced? Trust the Lord! 
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Characteristic 2 

Prosperity 

When you think of wealthy nations throughout history, 

Egypt stands out. We can picture the treasures 

discovered in the tombs of Pharaohs like 

Tutankhamun. Historians tell us that during the three 

millennia before Christ came, Egypt experienced three 

separate golden ages, each lasting hundreds of years. 

People always pay attention to the rich, but that trust 

may be misplaced. 

Egypt’s power had been in decline for a few centuries 

prior to Isaiah’s time, but such prosperity has a lasting 

influence. A new dynasty of Pharaohs had just begun. 
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They were from the land of Cush, also known as Nubia. 

It was south of Egypt at the headwaters of the Nile 

River around modern-day Sudan and Ethiopia. Isaiah 

described them in verses 1-2 of chapter 18, by saying, 

Ah, land of whirring wings that is beyond the 

rivers of Cush, which sends ambassadors by 

the sea, in vessels of papyrus on the waters! 

Go, you swift messengers, to a nation tall and 

smooth, to a people feared near and far, a 

nation mighty and conquering, whose land 

the rivers divide. 

It is not easy to pin down the details of these verses. 

Whirring wings may refer to insects in that area, by 

which Isaiah could have been alluding to their army. 

The papyrus vessels were boats made of reeds that they 

used to traverse the Nile. The tall and smooth nation 

with a land divided by rivers probably speaks of Egypt, 

where unlike the Middle East, men shaved instead of 

letting their beard grow out. So, the scenario may be 

that these Cushite ambassadors traveled to Jerusalem 

to form an alliance, and Isaiah was telling them to go 

back to Egypt. 

Why shouldn’t the kingdom of Judah form an alliance 

with this prosperous nation? In verses 3-6, Isaiah said, 
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All you inhabitants of the world, you who 

dwell on the earth, when a signal is raised on 

the mountains, look! When a trumpet is 

blown, hear! For thus the LORD said to me: 

“I will quietly look from my dwelling like 

clear heat in sunshine, like a cloud of dew in 

the heat of harvest.” For before the harvest, 

when the blossom is over, and the flower 

becomes a ripening grape, he cuts off the 

shoots with pruning hooks, and the 

spreading branches he lops off and clears 

away. They shall all of them be left to the 

birds of prey of the mountains and to the 

beasts of the earth. And the birds of prey will 

summer on them, and all the beasts of the 

earth will winter on them. 

The signal and trumpet mentioned in verse 3 suggest 

that this passage foretold a military battle that would 

come. The whole world would pay attention to it. But 

the Lord likened it to pruning a grapevine before the 

harvest. Unnecessary shoots and branches would be 

cut off and left for the birds and the beasts. But what 

does the pruning of this vine represent? It may speak 

of the Assyrian invasion of Egypt that happened 

around fifty years after Isaiah’s time. Verse 7 reveals 

the ultimate outcome. It says, 
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At that time tribute will be brought to the 

LORD of hosts from a people tall and 

smooth, from a people feared near and far, a 

nation mighty and conquering, whose land 

the rivers divide, to Mount Zion, the place of 

the name of the LORD of hosts. 

In their arrogance, many wealthy people fail to 

acknowledge the Lord. They do not realize that he gives 

and takes away, so their advice is suspect. In this case, 

the Lord will prune this prosperous nation, so that 

those who remain will honor him. Some say that the 

fulfillment of this prophecy began with the conversion 

of the Ethiopian eunuch in Acts 8. But as we continue 

through Isaiah’s oracle to Egypt, we will see that the 

Lord was probably referring to a time when every knee 

will bow before him. 
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Characteristic 3 

Stability 

The ancient Egyptians were incredible builders. They 

designed massive structures that remain standing after 

4,500 years. But this stability extended beyond their 

construction projects to their society and government. 

Their longevity is unmatched by any society in history. 

So, you can understand why a nation like Judah would 

be tempted to look to them as a trusted source of 

wisdom. 

But Isaiah’s oracle described how the Lord would shake 

their stability. Verses 1-4 of chapter 19 say, 
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An oracle concerning Egypt. Behold, the 

LORD is riding on a swift cloud and comes to 

Egypt; and the idols of Egypt will tremble at 

his presence, and the heart of the Egyptians 

will melt within them. And I will stir up 

Egyptians against Egyptians, and they will 

fight, each against another and each against 

his neighbor, city against city, kingdom 

against kingdom; and the spirit of the 

Egyptians within them will be emptied out, 

and I will confound their counsel; and they 

will inquire of the idols and the sorcerers, 

and the mediums and the necromancers; and 

I will give over the Egyptians into the hand of 

a hard master, and a fierce king will rule over 

them, declares the Lord GOD of hosts. 

The Lord will bring judgment upon them, and their 

stability will turn to trembling. Every aspect of life will 

be shaken: their religion, their social order, their 

intellectual wisdom, and their spiritualist practices. 

The fierce king mentioned here might be another 

reference to the Assyrian conquest that came about in 

671 BC under Esarhaddon of Assyria. But the mention 

of the Lord’s coming in verse 1 might also link this 

prophecy with the end times when the fierce king 

would be the Antichrist. As in other prophetic 
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passages, perhaps the immediate situation and the 

ultimate one are both in view.  

Now Egypt’s stability has always been linked to the 

resources of the Nile River. But in verses 5-9, the Lord 

foretold, 

And the waters of the sea will be dried up, 

and the river will be dry and parched, and its 

canals will become foul, and the branches of 

Egypt's Nile will diminish and dry up, reeds 

and rushes will rot away. There will be bare 

places by the Nile, on the brink of the Nile, 

and all that is sown by the Nile will be 

parched, will be driven away, and will be no 

more. The fishermen will mourn and lament, 

all who cast a hook in the Nile; and they will 

languish who spread nets on the water. The 

workers in combed flax will be in despair, 

and the weavers of white cotton. 

This economic destruction would be accompanied by 

the crushing of the nation’s leaders. Isaiah 19:10-17 

says, 

Those who are the pillars of the land will be 

crushed, and all who work for pay will be 

grieved. The princes of Zoan are utterly 

foolish; the wisest counselors of Pharaoh 

give stupid counsel. How can you say to 
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Pharaoh, “I am a son of the wise, a son of 

ancient kings”? Where then are your wise 

men? Let them tell you that they might know 

what the LORD of hosts has purposed 

against Egypt. The princes of Zoan have 

become fools, and the princes of Memphis 

are deluded; those who are the cornerstones 

of her tribes have made Egypt stagger. The 

LORD has mingled within her a spirit of 

confusion, and they will make Egypt stagger 

in all its deeds, as a drunken man staggers in 

his vomit. And there will be nothing for 

Egypt that head or tail, palm branch or reed, 

may do. In that day the Egyptians will be like 

women, and tremble with fear before the 

hand that the LORD of hosts shakes over 

them. And the land of Judah will become a 

terror to the Egyptians. Everyone to whom it 

is mentioned will fear because of the purpose 

that the LORD of hosts has purposed against 

them. 

Stability and longevity can be impressive. It persuades 

us that individuals, groups, or nations, are trustworthy. 

But again, that is not necessarily the case. The world’s 

wisdom will end up confused. Those who live stable 

lives that are contrary to God’s wisdom and purpose 

will end up staggering.  
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Characteristic 4 

Spirituality 

As Isaiah 19:1 shows, religion was important to the 

Egyptians. They worshiped a pantheon of gods linked 

to different aspects of nature. They constructed 

massive temples that inspire a sense of awe. So, you 

might assume that such spirituality is better than a 

total lack of faith. In fact, the people of Israel were often 

tempted to borrow ideas and practices from other 

religions. But in every case, the Lord showed that such 

trust was misplaced. 

The Apostle Paul had much to say about false religion 

in his New Testament letters. In 1 Corinthians 10:20, 
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he asserted that, “what pagans sacrifice they offer to 

demons and not to God.” In 2 Corinthians 11:14, he said 

that Satan disguises himself as an angel of light. He 

also warned in 1 Timothy 4:1, “that in later times some 

will depart from the faith by devoting themselves to 

deceitful spirits and teachings of demons.” So, false 

religion is worse than no religion because it deceives its 

followers into thinking that they are righteous and 

spiritual. 

When the Lord humbles Egypt, some Egyptians will 

repent of their false religion and turn to him. Isaiah 

19:18-22 tells us, 

In that day there will be five cities in the land 

of Egypt that speak the language of Canaan 

and swear allegiance to the LORD of hosts. 

One of these will be called the City of 

Destruction. In that day there will be an altar 

to the LORD in the midst of the land of 

Egypt, and a pillar to the LORD at its border. 

It will be a sign and a witness to the LORD of 

hosts in the land of Egypt. When they cry to 

the LORD because of oppressors, he will 

send them a savior and defender, and deliver 

them. And the LORD will make himself 

known to the Egyptians, and the Egyptians 

will know the LORD in that day and worship 
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with sacrifice and offering, and they will 

make vows to the LORD and perform them. 

And the LORD will strike Egypt, striking and 

healing, and they will return to the LORD, 

and he will listen to their pleas for mercy and 

heal them. 

There is no indication that Egyptians responded this 

way after the Assyrian conquest. Some say that this 

prophecy points to the spread of the gospel to Egypt 

through the early church. But the circumstances 

described here seem to be more far reaching, aligning 

with the idea of an earthly Millennial Kingdom under 

the reign of Christ. Verses 23-25 describe this age by 

saying, 

In that day there will be a highway from 

Egypt to Assyria, and Assyria will come into 

Egypt, and Egypt into Assyria, and the 

Egyptians will worship with the Assyrians. In 

that day Israel will be the third with Egypt 

and Assyria, a blessing in the midst of the 

earth, whom the LORD of hosts has blessed, 

saying, "Blessed be Egypt my people, and 

Assyria the work of my hands, and Israel my 

inheritance." 

I suspect that to Isaiah’s hearers such words would 

seem blasphemous. How could Israel’s enemies ever be 
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adopted as God’s people, or be celebrated as the work 

of his hands? This is the hope of the gospel of Christ! 

People from every nation, tribe, and tongue will repent 

of their false religion and trust in Christ as the only true 

Savior who can deliver us from the oppression of sin. 

Through his death and resurrection, he opened the way 

for us to be forgiven of our sins and to know the one 

true God. Don’t be fooled by false spirituality. Jesus is 

the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the 

Father except through him. 
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Characteristic 5 

Respectability 

I suspect that the desire to make a good first 

impression is universal. People say, “Dress for 

success.” Of course, every society has its own ideas 

about how to look respectable, and different 

generations may debate the details. But there is still a 

point where someone’s appearance goes beyond the 

bounds of respectability, where they and everyone who 

sees them will feel embarrassed. 

The Cushite leaders of Egypt undoubtedly dressed for 

success. In fact, the leaders of Philistia must have been 

impressed. They formed an alliance with Egypt, 
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trusting that they would protect them from Assyria. 

Judah joined in the alliance too. But the Egyptians 

were not able to protect Ashdod, a Philistine city, from 

the Assyrians. So, the Lord called Isaiah to show the 

folly of trusting in Egypt’s respectability. Isaiah 20:1-2 

tells us, 

In the year that the commander in chief, who 

was sent by Sargon the king of Assyria, came 

to Ashdod and fought against it and captured 

it—at that time the LORD spoke by Isaiah the 

son of Amoz, saying, “Go, and loose the 

sackcloth from your waist and take off your 

sandals from your feet,” and he did so, 

walking naked and barefoot. 

The prophets had a hard job. They often delivered 

confrontational messages that people did not want to 

hear. They faced threats and persecution. But the Lord 

also called Isaiah to sacrifice his respectability. 

Apparently, he did so over a period of three years. God 

wanted to make the people of Jerusalem 

uncomfortable until he finally revealed his message to 

them. Verses 3-6 tell us, 

Then the LORD said, "As my servant Isaiah 

has walked naked and barefoot for three 

years as a sign and a portent against Egypt 
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and Cush, so shall the king of Assyria lead 

away the Egyptian captives and the Cushite 

exiles, both the young and the old, naked and 

barefoot, with buttocks uncovered, the 

nakedness of Egypt. Then they shall be 

dismayed and ashamed because of Cush 

their hope and of Egypt their boast. And the 

inhabitants of this coastland will say in that 

day, ‘Behold, this is what has happened to 

those in whom we hoped and to whom we 

fled for help to be delivered from the king of 

Assyria! And we, how shall we escape?’” 

The respectability that impresses us can be quickly 

stripped away. That is a shallow qualification for 

deciding where to place your hope and trust. The 

Philistines would learn that lesson when they saw what 

would happen to the Cushites and the Egyptians. 

Instead, we need to anchor our hope in the truth of God 

even when society does not respect its representatives. 

Time will reveal who the real fool is. 

Conclusion 

How do you determine whom to trust? Are you enticed 

by someone’s intensity, prosperity, stability, 

spirituality, or respectability? Those who speak God’s 
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truth may not measure up to our society’s definition of 

those characteristics. In fact, trusting God may set you 

at odds with those characteristics, as it did for Isaiah. 

But the Lord is above all, and his kingdom will 

ultimately prevail. Trust him! 

Isaiah spoke of a day when Egyptians will know the 

Lord and worship him. You can have that same 

privilege. Jesus came, died, and rose again so that you 

can have a personal relationship with God. You can 

know him, trust him, walk with him, and hope in him. 

If you do not have that kind of relationship, would you 

begin to seek him? If you would like to learn more 

about how faith affects everyday life, I encourage you 

to consider 1 Timothy 6. 

Perhaps you are a believer, but your trust has been 

divided. You let God handle the eternal things, but 

when it comes to everyday life you rely more upon 

people. Your hope and trust is anchored in your spouse, 

a parent, a boss, a politician, or even a pastor. Even if 

those people faithfully serve God, you should trust the 

Lord above all. Renew your trust in him. No one is as 

faithful as he. May we proclaim that truth for his glory! 
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Questions for Further Reflection 

1. How have you misplaced your trust? Did any of 

these characteristics contribute to that? How 

so? 

 

 

2. What could you do to remind yourself to keep 

your trust anchored in the Lord? 

 

 

3. How could you use the vision of nations 

worshiping (19:18-25) in sharing your faith? 
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5 

GOD’S PURPOSES 

FOR SUFFERING 

ISAIAH 21-23 

Picture your life as a thread stretching across space and 

time. You can pick your own color. That string goes up, 

it goes down, and sometimes it runs nice and straight. 

But it can also become a tangled mess. It can become 

weak and frayed. It can be stretched so tight that you 

feel as if it could snap. 
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In those hard times, we ask, “Why did God allow this to 

happen to me?” We can become obsessed with seeking 

an answer. But one of the problems with this way of 

thinking is that your life is not isolated. There are no 

single threads. We are all part of an intricate tapestry 

that stretches throughout history and includes 

everyone who has ever existed or will exist in the 

future. 

God is the weaver. He cares about each individual 

strand. But he is also crafting the whole picture, and 

the adjustment of one thread alters the design in other 

spots. So, when something happens to you, it is never 

exclusively about you. He is accomplishing multiple 

objectives in multiple people, some of which may not 

come to fruition for decades, centuries, or even 

millennia. 

Isaiah’s oracles to the nations demonstrate this 

complexity in how God works. As we have seen, the 

expansion of the Assyrian Empire was the main 

concern in the latter half of the Eighth Century B.C., 

when Isaiah lived. He was in Jerusalem, the capital of 

the Kingdom of Judah, but the security of every nation 

in the Middle East was under threat. We have already 
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considered his oracles about Babylon, Philistia, Moab, 

Damascus, and Egypt, and the overarching message is 

to trust God. He is above all, reigning with perfect 

justice, patience, wisdom, goodness, and compassion. 

As we look now to the next series of oracles in Isaiah 

21-23, we will see that they reveal five of God’s 

purposes for suffering. This is certainly not an 

exhaustive list. The Lord could be doing other things. 

But these oracles show that the same events 

accomplish different objectives among different 

people. The complexity of it all is humbling. We cannot 

see the whole picture of what God is doing, but we don’t 

have to. We can trust the Lord! 
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Purpose 1 

Enforce Justice 

We picture justice as a balancing of the scales. When 

we have been wronged, we want a swift response. The 

offender should receive a fitting punishment. But we 

must return to the tapestry illustration. God brings 

balance over the course of eternity. Many wicked deeds 

will go unpunished in this life, but not all. Some 

suffering serves the purpose of enforcing God’s justice 

here and now. 

We see this purpose at work in the oracle that begins in 

Isaiah 21:1-2. The prophet wrote, 
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The oracle concerning the wilderness of the 

sea. As whirlwinds in the Negeb sweep on, it 

comes from the wilderness, from a terrible 

land. A stern vision is told to me; the traitor 

betrays, and the destroyer destroys. Go up, O 

Elam; lay siege, O Media; all the sighing she 

has caused I bring to an end. 

Later in verse 9, we will see that this wilderness of the 

sea is Babylon. In Isaiah’s vision this nation comes like 

a whirlwind from the wilderness of the Negev south of 

Jerusalem. It betrays and destroys, but it also comes 

under siege from Elam and Media. As a result, the 

sighing it causes will end. 

This seems to refer to Babylon’s conquest of Jerusalem 

that took place in 586 B.C. and then to the conquest of 

Babylon by the Medo-Persian Empire that happened in 

539. The Babylonians took many Jews captive to 

Babylon, but the Persians brought them relief by 

allowing them to return to their homeland. Yet some 

question this interpretation. 

You would think that Isaiah would be happy for justice 

to be enforced upon the Babylonians, but in verses 3-4 

he said, 



God’s Purposes for Suf fering ( Isa 21 -23)  

 

105 

Therefore my loins are filled with anguish; 

pangs have seized me, like the pangs of a 

woman in labor; I am bowed down so that I 

cannot hear; I am dismayed so that I cannot 

see. My heart staggers; horror has appalled 

me; the twilight I longed for has been turned 

for me into trembling. 

His response is probably not about what would happen 

to Babylon, but about what the Babylonians would do 

to Jerusalem. From Isaiah’s standpoint, this was all 

still future. The restful twilight he longed for was the 

defeat of the Assyrians. But greater suffering lay ahead 

for his people, and it filled him with intense grief. 

But in the vision, the Babylonians show no 

compassion, sensitivity, or alertness. Verses 5-7 tell us, 

They prepare the table, they spread the rugs, 

they eat, they drink. Arise, O princes; oil the 

shield! For thus the Lord said to me: “Go, set 

a watchman; let him announce what he sees. 

When he sees riders, horsemen in pairs, 

riders on donkeys, riders on camels, let him 

listen diligently, very diligently.” 

Daniel 5 records the fulfillment of this vision. It tells us 

that King Belshazzar of Babylon was having a great 

feast. The ancient Greek historian Herodotus said that 
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by this point the city had been under siege for over a 

year and a half, but the Babylonians felt invincible. 

Belshazzar even brought out the vessels taken from the 

temple in Jerusalem and used them to drink wine. 

Suddenly, a hand appeared and wrote four Aramaic 

words upon the wall: mene, mene, tekel, and parsin. 

We might say, “Dollar, dollar, dime, and nickel.” Daniel 

was brought in to explain, and Daniel 5:26-28 tell us 

that he said, 

This is the interpretation of the matter: 

Mene, God has numbered the days of your 

kingdom and brought it to an end; Tekel, you 

have been weighed in the balances and found 

wanting; Peres, your kingdom is divided and 

given to the Medes and Persians. 

Daniel went on to say that the Persians penetrated the 

city later that night and executed Belshazzar. Isaiah 

21:8-9 records the report from the Lord’s watchman. 

Then he who saw cried out: “Upon a 

watchtower I stand, O Lord, continually by 

day, and at my post I am stationed whole 

nights. And behold, here come riders, 

horsemen in pairs!" And he answered, 

"Fallen, fallen is Babylon; and all the carved 
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images of her gods he has shattered to the 

ground.” 

The Babylonian captivity of the Jewish people lasted 

seventy years, but the Lord used a conquering army to 

enforce some degree of earthly justice. This same cry 

about Babylon’s fall is reiterated in Revelation 14:8 and 

18:2. During the Tribulation, the Jewish people will 

again face great persecution as they have throughout 

history, and their oppressor will be judged. Christ will 

return to strike down the nations and to rule them with 

a rod of iron (Rev 19:15). 

So, does God use suffering to enforce justice in the lives 

of individuals? Acts 12 tells us that he struck down 

Herod Agrippa after he persecuted the church and 

executed the Apostle James. There are also other 

instances where heinous sins result in death. In most 

cases, we cannot definitively say whether the Lord’s 

purpose is to enforce justice, but we must allow for the 

possibility.  

If you fear that you are suffering for some sin you’ve 

committed, repent and confess your sins. As 1 John 1:9 

says, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to 

cleanse us from all unrighteousness.  
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Purpose 2 

Bring Out Faith 

The process for wheat in a field to become bread on 

your table is not easy. After the stalks are cut, the grains 

must be separated from their husks. In ancient times, 

this threshing was often carried out by oxen walking 

around in a circle trampling the wheat. Next workers 

would winnow the wheat by tossing the whole trampled 

mess into the air, so that the wind would blow away the 

chaff and leave behind the kernels. The kernels must 

then be ground into flour, mixed with other 

ingredients, and baked in the heat of an oven. 
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At the end of his oracle about the wilderness of the sea, 

Isaiah spoke of the threshing and winnowing not of 

grain, but of people! While God was using suffering to 

enforce justice upon the Babylonians, he was 

simultaneously working to bring out faith in his people. 

Isaiah 21:10 says, “O my threshed and winnowed one, 

what I have heard from the LORD of hosts, the God of 

Israel, I announce to you.” 

Do you ever feel like you have been threshed and 

winnowed? Sometimes it happens on a group level as 

Isaiah spoke of here. In the face of persecution, those 

who do not trust the Lord may choose to break off their 

connections with a group of believers. But in this case, 

many Jewish people were killed by the Babylonians. 

God may have been judging some of those people for 

their sinfulness and leaving behind the faithful. Psalm 

1:4 tells us that the wicked will ultimately be blown 

away like chaff leaving behind a righteous 

congregation. 

But God’s threshing and winnowing also happens in 

the hearts of individuals as we face suffering. It exposes 

our selfishness and undermines our sense of self-

sufficiency. It leads us to cast our cares upon the Lord 
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and fix our hope on eternity. So, in Romans 5:3-4, Paul 

was able to say, “Not only that, but we rejoice in our 

sufferings, knowing that suffering produces 

endurance, and endurance produces character, and 

character produces hope.”  

The Lord also uses suffering to bring out faith in those 

who do not believe. I think this is the point of the brief 

oracle recorded in Isaiah 21:11-12. 

The oracle concerning Dumah. One is calling 

to me from Seir, “Watchman, what time of 

the night? Watchman, what time of the 

night?” The watchman says: “Morning 

comes, and also the night. If you will inquire, 

inquire; come back again.” 

There is a town called Dumah in the middle of the 

Arabian desert, but the mention of Seir links this oracle 

to Edom southeast of the Dead Sea. The Edomites were 

descendants from Esau, the son of Isaac, the brother of 

Jacob. They did not follow the Lord, but the dark times 

of Assyrian rule would lead them to look to a prophet 

of the Lord for answers. Like anyone facing suffering, 

they wanted to know when that long night would finally 

be over. 
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He told them that morning would dawn, but another 

long dark night would come. That is the nature of life 

in a fallen world. Until the Lord returns, there is always 

more suffering to come. So, the watchman told the 

Edomites to keep inquiring, to keep seeking the Lord.  

No matter where you stand spiritually, that’s good 

advice for anyone facing suffering. The Lord uses 

suffering to bring out faith.  
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Purpose 3 

Diminish Pride 

It is human nature to accumulate stuff, and 

possessions have a way of taking over our lives. Luke 

12:15 tells us that Jesus said, “Take care, and be on your 

guard against all covetousness, for one's life does not 

consist in the abundance of his possessions.” But we 

become attached to our stuff. It becomes part of who 

we are. We take pride in it. So, sometimes God allows 

events to come into our lives to strip it away and 

diminish our pride. 
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Isaiah’s next oracle demonstrates this purpose. It 

begins in Isaiah 21:13-15 by saying, 

The oracle concerning Arabia. In the thickets 

in Arabia you will lodge, O caravans of 

Dedanites. To the thirsty bring water; meet 

the fugitive with bread, O inhabitants of the 

land of Tema. For they have fled from the 

swords, from the drawn sword, from the bent 

bow, and from the press of battle. 

The Arabian Desert sits between the Red Sea and the 

Persian Gulf. The people who lived there tended to be 

nomads. But Dedan was a city at an oasis along a major 

trading route. They were hundreds of miles south of 

other nations that might threaten their security.  

But the oracle foretold that the people of Dedan would 

flee their homes. They would be forced to leave things 

behind, escaping without food or water to Tema further 

out in the desert. The hardship of warfare and conquest 

would reach all the way to Dedan. 

Records from both Assyria and Babylon speak of 

conquering the area. The attacks mentioned here were 

probably from Assyria because in verses 16-17, Isaiah 

said, 
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For thus the Lord said to me, “Within a year, 

according to the years of a hired worker, all 

the glory of Kedar will come to an end. And 

the remainder of the archers of the mighty 

men of the sons of Kedar will be few, for the 

LORD, the God of Israel, has spoken.” 

Kedar was the name for the region around Dedan. It 

was also the name of one of the sons of Ishmael, who 

was the son of Abraham. So, the people in that area 

were probably his descendants. Whatever glory they 

had acquired through their trade, it would quickly 

come to an end. They must have been known for their 

archers, but few of them would survive. The people 

would be humbled.  

How would you respond if God stripped away your 

home and possessions? What is your pride and glory? 

Jeremiah 9:23-24 gives us this instruction: 

Thus says the LORD: “Let not the wise man 

boast in his wisdom, let not the mighty man 

boast in his might, let not the rich man boast 

in his riches, but let him who boasts boast in 

this, that he understands and knows me, that 

I am the LORD who practices steadfast love, 

justice, and righteousness in the earth. For in 

these things I delight, declares the LORD.”  
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Purpose 4 

Expose Hypocrisy 

People often wear masks to be frightening or funny. We 

know that those distorted faces are not real. But there 

is a different sort of mask designed to appear normal 

or even spiritual. It is not a literal mask but a change in 

how we speak and behave. We pretend to be something 

that we are not to impress others. But the Lord uses 

suffering to strip away that facade and expose 

hypocrisy. 

We find this purpose in the oracle recorded in Isaiah 

22, the oracle concerning the valley of vision. It 

describes Jerusalem, but why was it called the valley of 
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vision? Some say that it is because Jerusalem was the 

source of prophecy and because even though it is on a 

mountain it sits lower than the other mountains 

around it. While that is true, I suspect that the title may 

be a metaphor for how our suffering in the valleys of 

life can open our eyes.  

The oracle reveals a series of contrasts between true 

and false believers. Isaiah began in verses 1-4 by 

saying, 

The oracle concerning the valley of vision. 

What do you mean that you have gone up, all 

of you, to the housetops, you who are full of 

shoutings, tumultuous city, exultant town? 

Your slain are not slain with the sword or 

dead in battle. All your leaders have fled 

together; without the bow they were 

captured. All of you who were found were 

captured, though they had fled far away. 

Therefore I said: “Look away from me; let me 

weep bitter tears; do not labor to comfort me 

concerning the destruction of the daughter of 

my people.” 

Isaiah seems to have two separate events in view here. 

The first was the siege of Jerusalem by the Assyrians 

that would take place in 701 B.C. God gave Jerusalem a 
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miraculous victory. Second Kings 19:35 says that he 

struck down 185,000 Assyrians in one night. The 

people would rejoice over that, but they did not learn 

to trust the Lord. So, rather than trusting God when the 

Babylonians attacked in 586 B.C., the leaders of 

Jerusalem would flee, and the city would be destroyed.  

Isaiah grieved, and he wanted the people of Jerusalem 

to realize that this suffering would come because of 

their spiritual hypocrisy. In verses 5-7, he said, 

For the Lord GOD of hosts has a day of 

tumult and trampling and confusion in the 

valley of vision, a battering down of walls and 

a shouting to the mountains. And Elam bore 

the quiver with chariots and horsemen, and 

Kir uncovered the shield. Your choicest 

valleys were full of chariots, and the 

horsemen took their stand at the gates. 

This would all happen when the Babylonians attacked 

in the future. But Isaiah points out how they were 

responding to the immediate threat from Assyria. In 

verses 8-11 he said, 

He has taken away the covering of Judah. In 

that day you looked to the weapons of the 

House of the Forest, and you saw that the 

breaches of the city of David were many. You 
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collected the waters of the lower pool, and 

you counted the houses of Jerusalem, and 

you broke down the houses to fortify the wall. 

You made a reservoir between the two walls 

for the water of the old pool. But you did not 

look to him who did it, or see him who 

planned it long ago. 

They were the people of the Lord, but they relied upon 

weapons and walls. They should have humbled 

themselves before him. Verses 12-14 say, 

In that day the Lord GOD of hosts called for 

weeping and mourning, for baldness and 

wearing sackcloth; and behold, joy and 

gladness, killing oxen and slaughtering 

sheep, eating flesh and drinking wine. "Let us 

eat and drink, for tomorrow we die." The 

LORD of hosts has revealed himself in my 

ears: "Surely this iniquity will not be atoned 

for you until you die," says the Lord GOD of 

hosts. 

They would realize that their weapons and walls were 

futile, but rather than humbly seeking the Lord who 

has the angelic host at his command, they just threw a 

party. They thought their situation was hopeless, and 

that response offended the Lord. When you are so 

lacking in faith, no sacrifice will atone for such sin. 
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One of the top officials in the royal court even 

succumbed to this attitude. Verses 15-16 say, 

Thus says the Lord GOD of hosts, "Come, go 

to this steward, to Shebna, who is over the 

household, and say to him: What have you to 

do here, and whom have you here, that you 

have cut out here a tomb for yourself, you 

who cut out a tomb on the height and carve a 

dwelling for yourself in the rock? 

The steward of the royal household may have been 

second in authority to the king himself. But rather than 

seeking the Lord, Shebna was preparing a tomb for 

himself in a prominent spot. Isaiah revealed the Lord’s 

response in verses 17-19: 

Behold, the LORD will hurl you away 

violently, O you strong man. He will seize 

firm hold on you and whirl you around and 

around, and throw you like a ball into a wide 

land. There you shall die, and there shall be 

your glorious chariots, you shame of your 

master's house. I will thrust you from your 

office, and you will be pulled down from your 

station. 

Shebna would be replaced by a faithful man named 

Eliakim. In verses 20-23 the Lord said, 
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In that day I will call my servant Eliakim the 

son of Hilkiah, and I will clothe him with 

your robe, and will bind your sash on him, 

and will commit your authority to his hand. 

And he shall be a father to the inhabitants of 

Jerusalem and to the house of Judah. And I 

will place on his shoulder the key of the 

house of David. He shall open, and none shall 

shut; and he shall shut, and none shall open. 

And I will fasten him like a peg in a secure 

place, and he will become a throne of honor 

to his father's house. 

Eliakim would provide the godly fatherly leadership 

that the nation needed. He would stand firm. But 

rather than following his example of trusting in the 

Lord, the people would just hang all their concerns 

upon Eliakim.  So, in verses 24-25, the Lord said, 

And they will hang on him the whole honor 

of his father's house, the offspring and issue, 

every small vessel, from the cups to all the 

flagons. In that day, declares the LORD of 

hosts, the peg that was fastened in a secure 

place will give way, and it will be cut down 

and fall, and the load that was on it will be 

cut off, for the LORD has spoken." 

It is a blessing to have faithful people in our lives, but 

our reliance upon them should never replace our faith 
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in God. Do you see your valleys as places of vision? 

Don’t harden your heart. Stay teachable. Repent and 

seek to change when the Lord shows you hypocrisy in 

your life. 
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Purpose 5 

Confirm Depravity 

Before doctors perform a major surgical procedure on 

you, you want to be certain that it is necessary. It would 

be very concerning if you went in with some abdominal 

pain, and after a brief glance they suggested removing 

one of your kidneys. Why not try it? You have two of 

them! That would be reckless! You would want them to 

examine you and to run several tests. You might also 

seek a second opinion. You want clear evidence to 

confirm your condition. 

The Lord exercises the same level of concern in 

punishing sin. He is not some vindictive deity, ready to 
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lash out at the slightest provocation. He is all-knowing. 

He is fully aware of our every action, word, and 

thought. But 2 Peter 3:9 says that he is, “patient toward 

you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all 

should reach repentance.” The Lord gives multiple 

opportunities for people to repent. He runs tests. He 

uses suffering to confirm depravity so that there will be 

clear evidence that his wrath is righteous and just. 

We see this purpose in Isaiah’s next oracle. Verses 1-3 

of chapter 23 tell us, 

The oracle concerning Tyre. Wail, O ships of 

Tarshish, for Tyre is laid waste, without 

house or harbor! From the land of Cyprus it 

is revealed to them. Be still, O inhabitants of 

the coast; the merchants of Sidon, who cross 

the sea, have filled you. And on many waters 

your revenue was the grain of Shihor, the 

harvest of the Nile; you were the merchant of 

the nations. 

Tyre was a Phoenician city located on an island in the 

Mediterranean Sea. It was north of Israel just off the 

coast of modern-day Lebanon. They had a lucrative 

maritime trading network that reached ports 

throughout Europe and Northern Africa. Sidon was 
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their neighboring city to the north. Tarshish was far to 

the west, probably in modern-day Spain. Shihor was to 

the south in Egypt. 

So, the people of Tyre were the financiers of the ancient 

world, but Isaiah said that their city would be laid 

waste. He envisioned the sea disowning them and the 

nations grieving. Verses 4-7 say, 

Be ashamed, O Sidon, for the sea has spoken, 

the stronghold of the sea, saying: “I have 

neither labored nor given birth, I have 

neither reared young men nor brought up 

young women.” When the report comes to 

Egypt, they will be in anguish over the report 

about Tyre. Cross over to Tarshish; wail, O 

inhabitants of the coast! Is this your exultant 

city whose origin is from days of old, whose 

feet carried her to settle far away? 

The location of Tyre made it extremely difficult to 

conquer. Who could possibly accomplish such a feat? 

Isaiah said that it would be the Lord’s doing. In verses 

8-9, he wrote, 

Who has purposed this against Tyre, the 

bestower of crowns, whose merchants were 

princes, whose traders were the honored of 

the earth? The LORD of hosts has purposed 
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it, to defile the pompous pride of all glory, to 

dishonor all the honored of the earth. 

The fall of Tyre would have repercussions worldwide, 

just like financial crises today. The suffering would be 

felt everywhere. Verses 10-12 say, 

Cross over your land like the Nile, O 

daughter of Tarshish; there is no restraint 

anymore. He has stretched out his hand over 

the sea; he has shaken the kingdoms; the 

LORD has given command concerning 

Canaan to destroy its strongholds. And he 

said: “You will no more exult, O oppressed 

virgin daughter of Sidon; arise, cross over to 

Cyprus, even there you will have no rest.” 

So, who was responsible for this devastation on the 

human side? The Assyrians laid siege to the city on four 

separate occasions, but the oracle seems to anticipate 

an attack from the Chaldeans, another name for the 

Babylonians. Verses 13-14 say,  

Behold the land of the Chaldeans! This is the 

people that was not; Assyria destined it for 

wild beasts. They erected their siege towers, 

they stripped her palaces bare, they made her 

a ruin. Wail, O ships of Tarshish, for your 

stronghold is laid waste. 
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Historians tell us that Nebuchadnezzar’s armies had 

Tyre under siege for 13 years. The city would be 

weakened for decades. These humbling circumstances 

were a test. Would they seek the Lord, or would they 

continue to be defined by greed? In verses 15-17, Isaiah 

wrote, 

In that day Tyre will be forgotten for seventy 

years, like the days of one king. At the end of 

seventy years, it will happen to Tyre as in the 

song of the prostitute: “Take a harp; go about 

the city, O forgotten prostitute! Make sweet 

melody; sing many songs, that you may be 

remembered.” At the end of seventy years, 

the LORD will visit Tyre, and she will return 

to her wages and will prostitute herself with 

all the kingdoms of the world on the face of 

the earth. 

The city would return to satisfying the world’s lust for 

goods and profit. So, what does it mean that the Lord 

will “visit” Tyre. Some think that it speaks of salvation, 

but the Hebrew term here is typically used to speak of 

God acting in judgment. Other attacks would come, 

including a major one from Alexander the Great who 

was so determined to seize the city that he built a 

causeway out to the island in 332 B.C. But I think 
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Isaiah’s point was that the Lord would give the city over 

to its sin in the same way that Paul described in 

Romans 1.  No question about it. Their depravity was 

fully confirmed. 

So, what will be the ultimate consequences for Tyre’s 

greed? Verse 18 says, 

Her merchandise and her wages will be holy 

to the LORD. It will not be stored or hoarded, 

but her merchandise will supply abundant 

food and fine clothing for those who dwell 

before the LORD. 

Some argue that this verse speaks of an offering to the 

Lord. But there is no indication that the people of Tyre 

will repent. This verse probably speaks of plunder 

taken away after their final defeat. But God’s people 

have yet to receive those benefits. That probably will 

not happen until Christ returns. Revelation 18 

describes the sins of end-times-Babylon in similar 

terms. But the people who dwell in Christ’s kingdom 

will receive the true reward that the riches of Tyre could 

never buy. Rather than pursuing wealth, we must seek 

the Lord while he may be found and gain entrance to 

his kingdom. 
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Conclusion 

The suffering of this world is never simple. The Lord 

uses it to accomplish multiple purposes. At the very 

least, we can say that he enforces justice, brings out 

faith, diminishes pride, exposes hypocrisy, and 

confirms depravity. 

How have you responded to the trials in your life? If 

you have never done so, I encourage you to place your 

faith in the Lord. He sees the big picture. Trust him! To 

learn more about that outlook, you could spend some 

time reflecting upon James 1. 

Perhaps you are in the valley today. Would you entrust 

that situation to him? If you have a friend who is 

suffering, reach out to them. Don’t try to give them all 

the answers. Pray and share their burden. 

May the God of peace be with us. 
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Questions for Further Reflection 

1. How have you responded to times of suffering?  

 

 

2. How would you change your response to 

suffering in the future based upon what you 

have learned from this study? 

 

 

3. How should this study shape your response to 

others who are suffering? 
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6 

ESSENTIAL LESSONS 

FROM DIVINE JUDGMENT 

ISAIAH 24-25 

Suppose that you have a friend with several attractive 

qualities. You want to have him in your life. He’s very 

useful to you. But he has some characteristics that 

make you uncomfortable. So, you try to ignore them 

and pretend that they are not there. 



Essential  Lessons from Divine Judgment ( Isa 24 -25) 

 

131 

You consider introducing him to others. You could 

point out all the things you like about him. But you 

hesitate, because you know that you would be terribly 

embarrassed if they discovered what you are leaving 

out. Are you really his friend? Only by a very distorted 

definition!  

But I think that many of us who claim to be believers 

relate to God this way. We like his patience, love, 

mercy, and grace. We find it useful to pray to him in 

times of need. But are we uncomfortable with his 

justice and wrath? Do we ignore biblical teaching on 

these attributes?  

Some people try to escape this issue by focusing on 

Jesus. But that does not work! Jesus taught most of 

what we know about hell and eternal punishment. Do 

you find that embarrassing? Justice and wrath are 

integral to the character of God. If we ignore them, then 

our relationship with him is distorted. 

Our squeamishness about God’s judgment is certainly 

tested when we read the Old Testament prophets. 

Judgment has been the focus throughout our study of 

Isaiah’s oracles to the nations. God is above all, and 
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these prophecies showed how he was going to judge 

and punish Judah and other neighboring nations in a 

temporal sense. He was going to work through the 

Assyrians at the end of the Eighth Century B.C., the 

Babylonians at the end of the Seventh Century, and the 

Medes and Persians in the middle of the Sixth Century. 

At points these messages also offer glimpses of the 

ultimate judgment and the final fulfillment of God’s 

kingdom promises. But those events come to the 

foreground as Isaiah concludes this part of his book in 

chapters 24-27. He highlights the practical relevance of 

these prophecies. In chapters 24 and 25, he shows six 

essential lessons from divine judgment. These truths 

are vital to our relationship with God. They have direct 

bearing on how we go about our daily lives. But we will 

not grasp them if we avoid thinking about judgment. 
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Lesson 1 

Our Shared Standing 

Divisions exist in every society around the world. We 

split into different levels according to status, power, 

knowledge, and wealth. We call them castes, classes, or 

socio-economic groups. Some consider such 

separations fixed and unchangeable. Others believe 

that anyone can climb higher by learning, being good, 

and working hard. But there are also those who say that 

only selfish people move up, and they do it by pushing 

good people down. So, they should be restrained to 

make everyone equal. 
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Divine judgment gives us a different perspective. It 

teaches us our shared standing. Isaiah 24:1-3 tells us, 

Behold, the LORD will empty the earth and 

make it desolate, and he will twist its surface 

and scatter its inhabitants. And it shall be, as 

with the people, so with the priest; as with 

the slave, so with his master; as with the 

maid, so with her mistress; as with the buyer, 

so with the seller; as with the lender, so with 

the borrower; as with the creditor, so with 

the debtor. The earth shall be utterly empty 

and utterly plundered; for the LORD has 

spoken this word. 

The Hebrew word for earth could also mean land. If 

that was Isaiah’s meaning, then he was probably 

describing what the land of Judah would be like after 

being conquered by the Babylonians. But as he 

continues through the chapter, it becomes clear that he 

was prophesying destruction on a global level. It will 

not be an accident, but a purposeful act of God. 

The social divisions that Isaiah listed were 

characteristic of ancient Jewish society. The priesthood 

was a rigid class defined by ancestry. According to Old 

Testament law, slavery was supposed to be temporary, 

but it is clear from the history of the time that many 
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people were not obeying those stipulations. Buying and 

selling, and borrowing and lending, were more fluid 

categories. But Isaiah’s point was that God’s judgment 

will remove such distinctions. 

Will this leveling of society come about because of 

goodness inherent in every person or because of some 

revolution? No, only God’s judgment will bring it 

about. Verses 4-6 tell us, 

The earth mourns and withers; the world 

languishes and withers; the highest people of 

the earth languish. The earth lies defiled 

under its inhabitants; for they have 

transgressed the laws, violated the statutes, 

broken the everlasting covenant. Therefore a 

curse devours the earth, and its inhabitants 

suffer for their guilt; therefore the 

inhabitants of the earth are scorched, and 

few men are left. 

God will judge the earth because it is morally polluted. 

The Jewish people are primarily in view here. They 

were the ones who received the laws and statues of the 

Mosaic covenant along with its blessings and curses. 

But later in Romans 2:15, Paul says that the work of the 

law is written on the hearts of Gentiles. So, in Romans 

3:10-12, he quotes Psalm 14, saying,  
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as it is written: ‘None is righteous, no, not 

one; no one understands; no one seeks for 

God. All have turned aside; together they 

have become worthless; no one does good, 

not even one.’ 

Divine judgment shows that your level in society does 

not ultimately matter. We all stand as sinners before a 

holy God. We are all under his curse. What hope is 

there? Isaiah addressed that question in chapter 25. 

But before we move on, consider the implications of 

this lesson. 

Do you recognize your sinfulness? Do you see your 

need for forgiveness? If so, how do you relate to other 

people? Do you judge them by their level in society? We 

have no basis for looking down on our fellow sinners! 

We are all in need of salvation. 
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Lesson 2 

Our Superficial Solutions 

Superficial solutions work well for superficial 

problems. If you get a little cut on your finger or a small 

scrape on your knee, a Band-aid is probably all that you 

need. But something is wrong if you have sores from 

some sort of cancer and a doctor just gives you a Band-

aid. That would be malpractice! 

The problems that lead to divine judgment are not 

superficial. Sin is the cancer of the soul. But rather than 

wrestling with that diagnosis, most of us just focus on 

coping with its symptoms. We look for ways to numb 

our feelings of guilt and fear. Isaiah addressed two 
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responses to those feelings that are still used today. He 

showed how worthless they will be when the earth 

undergoes this time of judgment. 

First, a lot of people use intoxicating substances to cope 

with their guilt and fear. But in verses 7-9 of chapter 

24, Isaiah wrote, 

The wine mourns, the vine languishes, all the 

merry-hearted sigh. The mirth of the 

tambourines is stilled, the noise of the 

jubilant has ceased, the mirth of the lyre is 

stilled. No more do they drink wine with 

singing; strong drink is bitter to those who 

drink it. 

Isaiah was not condemning alcohol. We will see that he 

spoke of wine in a positive sense in chapter 25. Here he 

was simply pointing out that there will not be any 

parties in this time of destruction. The sorrow will be 

too great for those who live through that period. 

Getting drunk will not give them any relief then, and it 

does not help anyone now.  

Those feelings of guilt and fear are designed to drive us 

to God. We need the transforming power of his work in 

our lives. So, in Ephesians 5:18, Paul said, “And do not 



Essential  Lessons from Divine Judgment ( Isa 24 -25) 

 

139 

get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be 

filled with the Spirit.” 

Another superficial coping strategy that people use is 

community. We feel stronger together. That impulse 

has all sorts of expressions today, but Isaiah considered 

the way people in his time felt about their city. They 

found security behind its gates and walls, but in verses 

10-12, he wrote, 

The wasted city is broken down; every house 

is shut up so that none can enter. There is an 

outcry in the streets for lack of wine; all joy 

has grown dark; the gladness of the earth is 

banished. Desolation is left in the city; the 

gates are battered into ruins. 

We do not know whether he had a specific city in mind. 

He might have been thinking of Jerusalem, but the 

impulse to rely upon a city hearkens back to the story 

of the tower of Babel in Genesis 11 where people 

banded together in defiance of God. Though cities seem 

secure, they are fragile. Rather than providing 

protection, they can magnify the ugliness of human 

sinfulness, particularly in times of hardship. People 

withdraw from one another in suspicion. They feed on 

each other’s grievances and complaints. They cry out in 
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anger. We see these same dynamics in online 

communities.  

But there will be a very different city in God’s eternal 

kingdom. Hebrews 11:10 goes all the way back to 

Abraham and says that he was, “looking forward to the 

city that has foundations, whose designer and builder 

is God.” Revelation 21 looks forward to a new 

Jerusalem coming down from heaven, a city where God 

is present in all his glory.  

As we wait for that day, God has given us the fellowship 

of the church, as a foretaste of that community. We 

bear one another’s burdens, pray for one another, and 

encourage one another with God’s truth. The church 

falls far short of the community that we will one day 

experience, but it is designed to point us in the right 

direction. Don’t settle for superficial solutions.  
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Lesson 3 

Our Self-Righteous Suppositions 

If you are buying lumber or fabric, you don’t need to 

haggle over how long a foot or a yard is. We have 

standard measurements that everyone accepts. But 

there was a time when measurements were more 

subjective. A yard was the length of your arm, and a 

foot the length of your foot. That would be convenient. 

No need to buy a tape measure! But it would be a 

problem when buying or selling to someone who was a 

different size than you. 

We don’t make ourselves the standard of physical 

measurements anymore, but we often do when it 
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comes to moral and spiritual judgments. We assume 

that our perceptions are right. Those who agree with us 

are also right, but those who disagree are wrong. We 

have self-righteous suppositions. But divine judgment 

shatters that perception by showing us that God’s 

standard is the only one that matters. 

Since God revealed his law to the people of Israel, they 

understood that he sets the standard. But the human 

heart is deceitful. Self-righteousness still creeps in. We 

assume that we are the only ones who know the truth. 

Only those who are like us are right. So, this next part 

of Isaiah’s prophecy would have shocked his hearers. 

In Isaiah 24:13-15, he wrote, 

For thus it shall be in the midst of the earth 

among the nations, as when an olive tree is 

beaten, as at the gleaning when the grape 

harvest is done. They lift up their voices, they 

sing for joy; over the majesty of the LORD 

they shout from the west. Therefore in the 

east give glory to the LORD; in the coastlands 

of the sea, give glory to the name of the 

LORD, the God of Israel. 

Some people from other nations will welcome this 

outpouring of God’s judgment. They will celebrate as if 
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it is a harvest festival, singing and glorifying God. Even 

back in Genesis 12, God made it clear to Abram that his 

plan was to bless all the families of the earth. Israel was 

supposed to be a kingdom of priests, leading the rest of 

the world to know the Lord (Ex 19:6).  

But self-righteousness obscures that outward focus. 

The people of Israel rarely displayed any desire to lead 

the nations to the Lord. Of course, Jesus renewed that 

focus, commissioning his followers to make disciples of 

all nations (Matt 28:19). But in our self-righteousness, 

many of us still insist on viewing unbelieving people as 

enemies to overcome rather than victims held captive 

by Satan. 

So, if self-righteousness leads you to betray God’s 

mission, are you really on his side? That question may 

explain Isaiah’s response to this international 

celebration. In verses 16-18a he said, 

From the ends of the earth we hear songs of 

praise, of glory to the Righteous One. But I 

say, “I waste away, I waste away. Woe is me! 

For the traitors have betrayed, with betrayal 

the traitors have betrayed.” Terror and the 

pit and the snare are upon you, O inhabitant 

of the earth! He who flees at the sound of the 
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terror shall fall into the pit, and he who 

climbs out of the pit shall be caught in the 

snare. 

God is the Righteous One. He knows our hearts and he 

will judge. Beware the lure of self-righteous 

suppositions!  
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Lesson 4 

Our Shaky Structures 

In January 1994, I experienced the Northridge 

Earthquake in Southern California. My family lived 

about 20 miles away from the epicenter, so our home 

was not damaged, but a freeway overpass that I drove 

almost every day collapsed. People were so terrified 

that some found it hard to go back into their homes. 

What made it all so unsettling was that our main 

reference point of stability, the earth itself, began to 

shake and kept shaking as aftershocks followed. 

The biblical prophets say that the time of divine 

judgment will be characterized by events that will be 
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far more unsettling. We need to recognize that every 

structure we rely upon is shaky. Isaiah gave three 

examples, beginning with the earth. In verses 18b-20 

of chapter 24, he said, 

For the windows of heaven are opened, and 

the foundations of the earth tremble. The 

earth is utterly broken, the earth is split 

apart, the earth is violently shaken. The earth 

staggers like a drunken man; it sways like a 

hut; its transgression lies heavy upon it, and 

it falls, and will not rise again. 

Some interpret descriptions like this as metaphors for 

social upheaval. That will certainly take place. In verses 

21-22, Isaiah wrote, 

On that day the LORD will punish the host of 

heaven, in heaven, and the kings of the earth, 

on the earth. They will be gathered together 

as prisoners in a pit; they will be shut up in a 

prison, and after many days they will be 

punished. 

So, the Lord will upend government structures on 

earth. But verse 21 also says that some of the host of 

heaven, the angelic beings who followed Satan in his 

rebellion, will be punished. So, if God’s judgment will 

be that far reaching, is it unreasonable to think that it 
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will physically disturb the earth? This is the same God 

who brought about a global flood in the time of Noah.  

Isaiah is not alone in this prediction. Several Old 

Testament prophets, Jesus, and the book of Revelation 

speak of earthquakes and even worse events. In verse 

23, Isaiah said, 

Then the moon will be confounded and the 

sun ashamed, for the LORD of hosts reigns 

on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem, and his 

glory will be before his elders. 

The coming of the Lord is what will cause all the 

shaking. It will affect the physical earth and its rulers, 

the heavens and its angelic beings. Jesus probably had 

this passage and an earlier one from Isaiah 13:10 

during his Olivet Discourse. In Matthew 24:29, he said 

that the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not 

give its light as the Son of Man comes on the clouds of 

heaven. 

So, if divine judgment will shake all these structures, 

our points of reference. Then we must find our true 

stability in Christ and his kingdom. Make sure your 

hope and peace are anchored in him. 
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Lesson 5 

Our Short-sighted Strength 

What is true strength? You might think of someone’s 

bulging biceps, shrewd schemes, or their ability to 

handle a weapon. When it comes to nations, you might 

consider their military might or their wealth. But 

divine judgment shows that such conceptions of 

strength are short-sighted. In Isaiah 25:1-3, the 

prophet said, 

O LORD, you are my God; I will exalt you; I 

will praise your name, for you have done 

wonderful things, plans formed of old, 

faithful and sure. For you have made the city 

a heap, the fortified city a ruin; the 
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foreigners' palace is a city no more; it will 

never be rebuilt. Therefore strong peoples 

will glorify you; cities of ruthless nations will 

fear you. 

People make elaborate plans and ruthlessly carry them 

out. They build fortified cities and palaces, but God will 

sweep all of that away. Only his plans are reliable. He 

alone is worthy of praise and glory. Even the most 

ruthless people will fear him. Everyone will bow before 

him. 

So, true strength is found in relying upon God’s power. 

In verses 4-5, Isaiah wrote, 

For you have been a stronghold to the poor, 

a stronghold to the needy in his distress, a 

shelter from the storm and a shade from the 

heat; for the breath of the ruthless is like a 

storm against a wall, like heat in a dry place. 

You subdue the noise of the foreigners; as 

heat by the shade of a cloud, so the song of 

the ruthless is put down. 

Ruthless people rage like a storm, but God is the 

stronghold for the poor and needy. The world’s anger 

burns hot, but the Lord provides shade. He can silence 

all their noise. So, are we pursuing the world’s kind of 
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strength? Do we try to fight fire with fire? Or are we 

willing to be humble and rely upon the Lord? 
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Lesson 6 

Our Satisfying Salvation 

As I began this chapter, I argued that some of us avoid 

thinking about judgment. But it is also possible to think 

too much about it. You can become so wrapped up in 

end times events that you lose sight of their purpose 

and goal. We must see that God’s judgment leads to the 

full experience of his salvation. 

Isaiah described that experience as something deeply 

satisfying. He moved from cataclysmic events in 

heaven and earth and the humbling of nations to a 

group gathered to enjoy a meal together. Isaiah 25:6 

says, 



ABOVE ALL 

 

152 

On this mountain the LORD of hosts will 

make for all peoples a feast of rich food, a 

feast of well-aged wine, of rich food full of 

marrow, of aged wine well refined. 

At the end of chapter 24, Isaiah said that the Lord 

would reign on Mount Zion in Jerusalem, and this 

verse reveals the character of his reign. It is like a feast 

with rich food and fine wine. But was this just a 

metaphor for the spiritual experience of being in God’s 

presence? In Romans 14:17, Paul said, “For the 

kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking 

but of righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy 

Spirit.” Was Isaiah perhaps anticipating the church’s 

celebration of communion? 

Jesus seemed to anticipate a literal feast in the future. 

After he instituted the Lord’s Supper, Matthew 26:29 

tells us that he said, “I tell you I will not drink again of 

this fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it new 

with you in my Father's kingdom.” So, rather than 

fulfilling Isaiah 25:6, communion reinforces it. Eating 

the bread and drinking the cup is a small preview of the 

great feast that awaits us.  
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Communion also teaches us how we will be able to 

participate in that future feast. Christ’s body had to be 

broken and his blood had to be shed so that we could 

be forgiven and could become members of the new 

covenant. Through his suffering on the cross, Jesus 

bore God’s judgment in our place. So, as Jesus 

described in some of his parable of the wedding feast—

though we are completely unworthy, he invites us to 

come and clothes us in his robe of righteousness. Have 

you accepted his invitation? 

The satisfaction of salvation extends beyond good food. 

Isaiah 25:7-8 says, 

And he will swallow up on this mountain the 

covering that is cast over all peoples, the veil 

that is spread over all nations. He will 

swallow up death forever; and the Lord GOD 

will wipe away tears from all faces, and the 

reproach of his people he will take away from 

all the earth, for the LORD has spoken. 

Death will be defeated. Sorrow will end. The guilt and 

fear of sin’s reproach will be gone. So, in verse 9, Isaiah 

tells us, 

It will be said on that day, “Behold, this is our 

God; we have waited for him, that he might 
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save us. This is the LORD; we have waited for 

him; let us be glad and rejoice in his 

salvation.” 

Will you be able to say that? Are you waiting for the 

Lord? Are you praying for his kingdom to come? God’s 

judgment of the world is a necessary step for getting 

there, and it also is a part of the satisfaction of 

salvation. In verses 10-12, Isaiah wrote, 

For the hand of the LORD will rest on this 

mountain, and Moab shall be trampled down 

in his place, as straw is trampled down in a 

dunghill. And he will spread out his hands in 

the midst of it as a swimmer spreads his 

hands out to swim, but the LORD will lay low 

his pompous pride together with the skill of 

his hands. And the high fortifications of his 

walls he will bring down, lay low, and cast to 

the ground, to the dust. 

After relating such a glorious vision, it seems odd that 

Isaiah turned to this picture of an enemy nation 

swimming in a pile of manure. But he often puts the 

highlight in the middle of an overarching thought. He 

did not want us to forget about judgment. This passage 

also shows us that justice is part of the satisfaction of 

salvation. 
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The people of Moab were a constant thorn in the side 

of the people of Israel. Isaiah addressed them in his 

oracle in chapters 15 and 16. But here he reinforced the 

thought that after the Lord returns, they will no longer 

cause any trouble for the people of God. There will be 

rest because every enemy will be defeated. 

Conclusion 

So, we need to understand divine judgment. The good 

news does not make sense apart from the bad news. 

Judgment shows us our shared standing as sinners 

before a holy God. It reveals our shallow solutions, self-

righteous suppositions, shaky structures, and short-

sighted strength. Most importantly, God’s judgment 

leads into this satisfying salvation that we have 

considered. 

Do you have a place at the table? Will you participate 

in that feast? God offers us eternal life as a gift, but you 

must receive it. Accept his invitation. Confess your 

unworthiness and trust in the saving work of Jesus 

Christ. If you want to learn more about why we need 

salvation, I encourage you to spend some time reading 

Romans 3. 
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If you are trusting in Christ, have you lost sight of any 

of these lessons from divine judgment? Have you 

succumbed to a self-righteous outlook? Are you 

depending upon the world’s solutions, structures, and 

strength? If so, I encourage you to reflect further on 

what we have learned.  Meditate on other passages of 

Scripture that support that lesson and seek to change 

your way of thinking. If you know the hope of salvation, 

share it. Extend to others Christ’s gracious invitation to 

the feast.  

May the hope of Christ overflow in our hearts and spill 

over into everything we say and do! 
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Questions for Further Reflection 

1. What do we and others do to avoid thinking 

about God’s judgment? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these lessons is most meaningful for 

you today? Why? 

 

 

 

3. What are some misconceptions about God’s 

judgment? How does this passage correct those 

ideas? 
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7 

SONGS OF THE SOVEREIGN GOD 

ISAIAH 26-27 

There is probably no better relic of 1980s youth culture 

than the mixtape. It was a collection of favorite songs, 

but making one was far more complicated than 

creating a streaming playlist as you might do today. It 

was even harder than burning songs to a CD from a 

computer. In the era of cassette players, you had to play 

through each song, starting and stopping the recorder 

and switching out the source tape. 
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You might make a mixtape for yourself, but the real 

value was that you could share it with someone else. It 

could be an audio love letter to a romantic interest. At 

least, I assume that I was not the only one to try that. 

But a different set of songs could be used to encourage 

a friend going through hard times. 

The Prophet Isaiah followed his oracles to the nations 

with a sort of mixtape. He wrote the individual oracles 

mostly in Hebrew poetic form. Though his rhythm, 

rhyme, and assonance get lost in translation, we still 

see his parallelism and vivid metaphors in our English 

versions. But in chapters 26 and 27, he clearly referred 

to two songs, and the passage between them might be 

a third. 

We do not know what music might have accompanied 

these lyrics, but Isaiah’s purpose was clear. He was 

giving the people of Judah songs to carry them through 

the hard times ahead. They would be conquered by the 

Babylonian Empire, so they needed to remember that 

God is above all. These are songs of the sovereign God, 

and they sum up truths that we all need to persevere. 
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Song 1 

Rock of the Righteous 

Have you ever walked through mud? I do not mean a 

spot of damp dirt. I am talking about the kind of muck 

that you sink into. It is somehow both slippery and 

sticky. It can suck the shoes off your feet. You cannot 

go near it without getting filthy. Though it might be fun 

for an obstacle course or a football game, no one wants 

to live in such miry conditions.  

But that is what life is like in our fallen world morally, 

spiritually, emotionally, and relationally. We can feel 

hopelessly mired in filth. But Isaiah’s first song showed 

that the Lord is the rock of the righteous. How so? First, 
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he provides a secure and stable destination. Isaiah 

26:1-2 tells us, 

In that day this song will be sung in the land 

of Judah: “We have a strong city; he sets up 

salvation as walls and bulwarks. Open the 

gates, that the righteous nation that keeps 

faith may enter in. 

What makes this city strong? It is the Lord. At the end 

of chapter 24, Isaiah looked forward to the time when 

he will reign on Mount Zion in Jerusalem. This is the 

same place where the great feast of chapter 25 will take 

place. Dwelling in the presence of God is the goal of 

salvation. 

So, who will be allowed to enter that place? The Law 

promised it to the people of Israel, but they kept falling 

into disobedience. For this hope to be realized, they 

would need to become a righteous nation, but how can 

that happen?  

Righteousness is not simply a matter of trying harder 

or having stricter rules. Legalism does not work. Faith 

is the key to righteousness. So, the song begins to make 

the case for trusting in the rock. Verses 3-4 say, 
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You keep him in perfect peace whose mind is 

stayed on you, because he trusts in you. Trust 

in the LORD forever, for the LORD GOD is 

an everlasting rock. 

These are good verses to store up in our hearts. The 

establishment of the Lord’s reign from Jerusalem may 

be in the future, but we can always look to him as our 

rock. While chaos and conflict swirl around us, we can 

find rest and security for our minds in knowing that the 

Lord is sovereign. We can find peace in knowing that 

he guards us now and forever. 

The world sees faith as passive. It calls us to be 

aggressive and assertive now. But Isaiah’s song shows 

the folly of this way of thinking. Verses 5-6 say, 

For he has humbled the inhabitants of the 

height, the lofty city. He lays it low, lays it low 

to the ground, casts it to the dust. The foot 

tramples it, the feet of the poor, the steps of 

the needy." 

Does this refer to a particular city? It could be referring 

to what lay ahead for Jerusalem with the coming of the 

Babylonians, but there are always lofty cities. In 

Isaiah’s time it was Nineveh in Assyria, yet the oracles 

to the nations focused more on the rise and fall of 
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Babylon. The book of Revelation also speaks of a future 

Babylon.  

But the point here is that those who seize power will be 

cast down. The poor and needy will end up trampling 

them. These people are poor and needy in that they are 

not trusting their own strength. They realize that there 

is no other option but to trust the Lord. 

Some think that this first song ends with verse 6, but 

the same combination of themes—righteousness, faith, 

and peace—continue through verse 12. We move from 

the trampling steps of the poor and needy in verse 6 to 

their steps on the journey of faith in verses 7 and 8. 

Isaiah wrote, 

The path of the righteous is level; you make 

level the way of the righteous. In the path of 

your judgments, O LORD, we wait for you; 

your name and remembrance are the desire 

of our soul. 

In one sense, a level path is easy. There are no sudden 

ups or downs, no dramatic twists or turns. God has 

revealed the direction, and we must stay on course. The 

drama comes from the circumstances of life in a fallen 

world. That’s why there is sickness and death. That’s 
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why there are sinful people who exploit others. So, 

while we move forward in the path of righteousness, we 

are also standing still waiting for the Lord to come and 

carry out his judgments. Everything our souls desire 

will be found in him. 

Isaiah shifts his point of view often in chapters 26 and 

27. He began by referring to the nation in the third 

person plural (they) in verses 1-2 of chapter 26. Then 

in verse 3 he used the third person singular (he) to state 

the principle of trust, and in verse 8 he spoke in the first 

person plural (we). So, verse 9 stands out because he 

used the first person singular (I) to communicate his 

personal response. He wrote, 

My soul yearns for you in the night; my spirit 

within me earnestly seeks you. For when 

your judgments are in the earth, the 

inhabitants of the world learn righteousness. 

Isaiah was proclaiming the path of righteousness, but 

few if any were listening. Isaiah 6 tells us that when the 

Lord called him, he revealed that it was going to be that 

way. Isaiah was living through dark times, even as we 

do today. So, while he wept over the coming of God’s 

judgment, he also knew that judgment is the only way 
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for true righteousness to come, so that people can dwell 

in that city in the presence of the Lord.  

Isaiah continued this line of reasoning in verses 10-11 

by saying, 

If favor is shown to the wicked, he does not 

learn righteousness; in the land of 

uprightness he deals corruptly and does not 

see the majesty of the LORD. O LORD, your 

hand is lifted up, but they do not see it. Let 

them see your zeal for your people, and be 

ashamed. Let the fire for your adversaries 

consume them. 

Those who persist in wickedness and corruption will 

face a fiery judgment. People must learn righteousness. 

They must begin to see the majesty of the Lord. They 

must recognize that his hand is at work through the 

circumstances of life. He zealously wants a people who 

are fully devoted to him. 

How can anyone measure up to that standard? Verse 

12 gives us a surprising answer. Isaiah wrote, “O LORD, 

you will ordain peace for us, for you have indeed done 

for us all our works.” 
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None of us stay on the path of righteousness well 

enough to gain entry to that city of peace. We will only 

enter if God ordains that it be so. He must provide the 

righteous works, because ours will not measure up. 

That’s what the Lord did by sending his Son to earth. 

When we believe in him we are forgiven of our sins 

through his death on our behalf, and his perfect 

righteousness is imputed to us. In 2 Corinthians 5:21, 

Paul explained, “For our sake he made him to be sin 

who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the 

righteousness of God.” 

So, the Lord is the rock of the righteous. He shows us 

the path, walked the path, and carries us all the way. 

Are you trusting in him? 
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Song 2 

Lord of the Living 

Powerful people can cause a lot of problems. Kings and 

dictators throughout history have disrupted and 

sometimes exploited the lives of millions of everyday 

people in their lust for control. But every human reign 

eventually comes to an end. Sooner or later rulers die, 

their empires fall, and their riches rust. 

But the reign of God is fundamentally different. Isaiah 

26:13-27:1 shows that he is the Lord of the living. Isaiah 

did not identify this passage as a song, but he 

maintained the same poetic form. He began in verses 

13-14 by saying, 
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O LORD our God, other lords besides you 

have ruled over us, but your name alone we 

bring to remembrance. They are dead, they 

will not live; they are shades, they will not 

arise; to that end you have visited them with 

destruction and wiped out all remembrance 

of them. 

Earthly rulers die, but the Lord lives forever. He is 

eternal. His power is supreme. As God’s chosen nation, 

the people of Israel should have understood that truth. 

The Lord rescued them from Egypt, brought them into 

the land, and helped them overcome the Canaanites. 

But the people forgot, so the Lord disciplined them. In 

verses 15-16, Isaiah said,  

But you have increased the nation, O LORD, 

you have increased the nation; you are 

glorified; you have enlarged all the borders of 

the land. O LORD, in distress they sought 

you; they poured out a whispered prayer 

when your discipline was upon them. 

As we have seen in the oracles to the nations, some of 

that discipline came through nations like Assyria and 

Babylon. You would think that praying to the Lord was 

the right way for the people to respond. But will the 

Lord listen if you only look to him in hardship and 
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ignore him the rest of the time? In verses 17-18 Isaiah 

describes the nation’s trials by saying, 

Like a pregnant woman who writhes and 

cries out in her pangs when she is near to 

giving birth, so were we because of you, O 

LORD; we were pregnant, we writhed, but we 

have given birth to wind. We have 

accomplished no deliverance in the earth, 

and the inhabitants of the world have not 

fallen. 

In other words, the suffering that Israel experienced 

never really bore fruit. They did not grow in obedience 

so as to receive the blessings that God had promised 

them in the Law. They did not rise to a place of 

prominence in the world. So, what will it take to bring 

that about? In verse 19, Isaiah made another surprising 

statement when he said, 

Your dead shall live; their bodies shall rise. 

You who dwell in the dust, awake and sing for 

joy! For your dew is a dew of light, and the 

earth will give birth to the dead. 

Their hope lay beyond the grave. The discipline they 

experienced would not be fruitless if they truly relied 
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upon the Lord. He would bring them back to life to 

experience the fullness of his blessing forever. 

There are very few Old Testament indications like this 

of the resurrection. But it becomes central in God’s 

New Testament revelation. In 1 Corinthians 15:20-21, 

Paul said,  

But in fact Christ has been raised from the 

dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen 

asleep. For as by a man came death, by a man 

has come also the resurrection of the dead. 

In fact, Paul argued that resurrection was a necessary 

step in the realization of God’s kingdom promises. In 

verses 22-24, he said, 

For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall 

all be made alive. But each in his own order: 

Christ the firstfruits, then at his coming 

those who belong to Christ. Then comes the 

end, when he delivers the kingdom to God 

the Father after destroying every rule and 

every authority and power. 

Isaiah lived seven centuries before Paul, but he seems 

to have understood something of this sequence of 

events. In Isaiah 26:20-21, he said, 
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Come, my people, enter your chambers, and 

shut your doors behind you; hide yourselves 

for a little while until the fury has passed by. 

For behold, the LORD is coming out from his 

place to punish the inhabitants of the earth 

for their iniquity, and the earth will disclose 

the blood shed on it, and will no more cover 

its slain. 

The Lord of the living will bring true justice. No sin will 

go unpunished, particularly murders that have been 

committed. In a sense, every sin ultimately leads to 

death. Sin is the antithesis of life. So, this punishment 

must reach back to the one whom Jesus said was a 

murderer from the beginning (Jn 8:44), the devil 

himself, the serpent from the garden of Eden. Isaiah 

27:1 tells us, 

In that day the LORD with his hard and great 

and strong sword will punish Leviathan the 

fleeing serpent, Leviathan the twisting 

serpent, and he will slay the dragon that is in 

the sea. 

When evil is fully defeated, then we will experience true 

life. So, this song teaches us to persevere through trials 

and injustice with our hope set on eternity. Believe in 

the resurrection. Trust that the Lord will bring true life. 
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Song 3 

Keeper of the Crops 

The first job ever given to man was to care for a garden. 

Genesis 2:15 says, “The LORD God took the man and 

put him in the garden of Eden to work it and keep it.” 

God could have started Adam off with some other 

occupation. He could have created a herd for him to 

manage or even a city to rule. But the work of gardening 

served as an object lesson about God himself. 

Isaiah’s third song shows that God is the keeper of the 

crops. It begins by referring to a vineyard. Isaiah 27:2-

3 tells us, 
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In that day, "A pleasant vineyard, sing of it! 

I, the LORD, am its keeper; every moment I 

water it. Lest anyone punish it, I keep it night 

and day. 

The word keeper probably encompasses all the tasks 

involved in growing a vineyard. Verse 3 mentions 

watering. But the Hebrew term for keeper was often 

used to speak of guarding, and that emphasis comes 

out at the end of the verse. The previous song spoke of 

the Lord punishing rulers, the inhabitants of the earth, 

and Leviathan. But he is making sure that his vineyard 

remains safe. The song has not yet indicated what the 

vineyard represents, but we will see in a moment that 

it refers to Israel. 

Since the song is introduced by the phrase “in that 

day,” it looks ahead to the future time of peace and 

blessing that Isaiah has foretold.  Verses 4 and 5 

support that conclusion, because there the Lord says, 

I have no wrath. Would that I had thorns and 

briers to battle! I would march against them, 

I would burn them up together. Or let them 

lay hold of my protection, let them make 

peace with me, let them make peace with 

me." 
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The previous song showed the wrath of God in action, 

but here it has been completely satisfied. There are no 

thorns or briars left in the garden. They have already 

been burned up. What are these thorns? Verse 5 shows 

that they were people who resisted God and opposed 

his people. They had the opportunity to lay hold of the 

Lord, to come under his protection, and to enter his 

peace, but that opportunity had passed.  

As we move into verse 6, the perspective changes. We 

shift from the song sung in that future day, to the 

promise that Isaiah held out to his countrymen. He 

said, “In days to come Jacob shall take root, Israel shall 

blossom and put forth shoots and fill the whole world 

with fruit.” 

This is the goal of the keeper of the crops. He will bring 

true fruitfulness to the world through Israel, and 

particularly through Jesus Christ. But this kind of 

growth requires extreme measures. In verses 7-8, 

Isaiah said, 

Has he struck them as he struck those who 

struck them? Or have they been slain as their 

slayers were slain? Measure by measure, by 

exile you contended with them; he removed 
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them with his fierce breath in the day of the 

east wind. 

In other words, God would not punish Israel as he 

would other nations. But their path would not be easy. 

They would be led into exile by the Babylonians. The 

Lord’s immediate objective was to weed out idolatry 

from the nation. In verse 9, Isaiah wrote, 

Therefore by this the guilt of Jacob will be 

atoned for, and this will be the full fruit of the 

removal of his sin: when he makes all the 

stones of the altars like chalkstones crushed 

to pieces, no Asherim or incense altars will 

remain standing. 

Throughout their time in the land, the people of Israel 

repeatedly sinned against the Lord by worshiping the 

false gods of other nations. They deserved to be 

rejected forever, but the Lord would be gracious. The 

exile would purge this sin from their midst, and their 

suffering would atone for their guilt. Verses 10-11 

describe the hardship of that period, by saying, 

For the fortified city is solitary, a habitation 

deserted and forsaken, like the wilderness; 

there the calf grazes; there it lies down and 

strips its branches. When its boughs are dry, 
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they are broken; women come and make a 

fire of them. For this is a people without 

discernment; therefore he who made them 

will not have compassion on them; he who 

formed them will show them no favor. 

God reveals himself to be merciful and gracious, slow 

to anger, and abounding in steadfast love. But as the 

keeper of the crops, he is willing to take extreme 

measures to bring forth fruit. Jerusalem had to be 

destroyed and forsaken for a time. The people need to 

learn discernment, before the city is fully restored. 

So, in verses 12-13 Isaiah switched to a different 

agricultural picture, from the vineyard to the 

harvesting of grain. He wrote, 

In that day from the river Euphrates to the 

Brook of Egypt the LORD will thresh out the 

grain, and you will be gleaned one by one, O 

people of Israel. And in that day a great 

trumpet will be blown, and those who were 

lost in the land of Assyria and those who were 

driven out to the land of Egypt will come and 

worship the LORD on the holy mountain at 

Jerusalem. 

Isaiah’s focus returned to that future day when God will 

reign in Jerusalem and his people will all be gathered 
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for the great feast. The keeper of the crops will 

ultimately sift people one by one. Who has learned 

discernment? Who has borne genuine spiritual fruit? 

Who has learned to trust in him alone? The keeper of 

crops uses all of life’s circumstances to produce an 

abundant harvest of people who will enjoy the perfect 

garden of a sinless world. 

Conclusion 

Isaiah wrote this series of oracles about the nations, but 

his focus was always on the Lord who is above all. He 

alone is worthy of worship. We should sing to him as 

the rock of the righteous, the lord of the living, and the 

keeper of the crops. 

Do you have this kind of relationship with the Lord? Do 

you look to him as your rock, your lord, and your 

keeper? If not, I encourage you to make that change 

today. Seek the forgiveness and righteousness that 

comes through faith in Christ who died and rose again. 

If you would like to learn more about this relationship 

with God, I encourage you to read the account of Jesus’ 

Sermon on the Mount in Luke 6. 
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If you know the Lord, are you walking with 

discernment? Does your thinking about him align with 

what we have learned from these songs? Perhaps one 

of these perspectives on the character of God speaks to 

the circumstances you are currently facing. Focus on 

that song. Search the Scripture for other passages that 

speak of him as our rock, our everlasting lord, and our 

keeper. Let the Holy Spirit use those truths to change 

how you think. That is how he cultivates fruit in our 

lives. And don’t forget to share what you have learned 

with others. Tell them about our sovereign God. 

May the Lord fill us with abundant fruit for his glory! 
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Questions for Further Reflection 

1. Which song speaks to you most today? Why? 

 

 

 

2. What could you do to keep the truths of that 

song fresh in your mind? 

 

 

 

3. What overarching lessons will you take away 

from this study of Isaiah’s oracles to the nations? 
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