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  Series Preface 


   


   


  The purpose of the Crossway Classic Commentaries is to make some of the most valuable commentaries on the books of the Bible, by some of the greatest Bible teachers and theologians in the last ﬁve hundred years, available to a new generation. These books will help today’s readers learn truth, wisdom, and devotion from such authors as J. C. Ryle, Martin Luther, John Calvin, J. B. Lightfoot, John Owen, Charles Spurgeon, Charles Hodge, and Matthew Henry. 


  We do not apologize for the age of some of the items chosen. In the realm of practical exposition promoting godliness, the old is often better than the new. Spiritual vision and authority, based on an accurate handling of the biblical text, are the qualities that have been primarily sought in deciding what to include. 


  So far as is possible, everything is tailored to the needs and enrichment of thoughtful readers—lay Christians, students, and those in the ministry. The originals, some of which were written at a high technical level, have been abridged as needed, simpliﬁed stylistically, and unburdened of foreign words. However, the intention of this series is never to change any thoughts of the original authors, but to faithfully convey them in an understandable fashion. 


  The publishers are grateful to Dr. Alister McGrath of Wycliffe Hall, Oxford, Dr. J. I. Packer of Regent College, Vancouver, and Watermark of Norfolk, England, for the work of selecting and editing that now brings this project to fruition. 
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  Wheaton, Illinois 


  








 


 


 




  
Introduction 


   


   


  Theologian, churchman, preacher, teacher, and educator extraordinaire, John Calvin was able to dictate his own terms when the Geneva authorities, who got rid of him in 1538, came cap in hand three years later begging him to return to the city because they could not get on without him. Among his conditions was that the Bible be lectured on and biblical languages be taught in the boys’ school; and it was not long before he was giving regular Bible lectures there himself, in Latin, three times a week, with clergy and others in attendance alongside the budding teens. Out of these lectures, taken down and corrected for the press, came Calvin’s commentaries on two prophets, of which this one on Isaiah was the ﬁrst. It was printed in 1551, with a dedication to King Edward VI urging him to get on with the English Reformation, and again in 1559, carefully revised, dedicated this time to Queen Elizabeth, with however a similar message. 


  This is a great commentary on a great book. By common consent Isaiah, “the evangelical prophet,” is foremost among prophetic writers for his range, grandeur, vividness, variety, and theological vitamin content. More weightily than any other, he fulﬁlls the role distinctive to the prophetic ministry of the Old Testament as Calvin deﬁnes it. Prophets, said Calvin, were sent by God to reinforce the Mosaic law in people’s minds and to amplify it as history wore on. They did this in three ways. First, they taught and underlined the “doctrine” of the law (doctrina, Latin for “teaching”; religion and godliness are English words that best catch the overtones of Calvin’s usage). Second, the prophets reinforced the law’s speciﬁc commands and threats, with applications to the present and visions of future judgment on sin and future mercy for saints. Third, they dwelt on the reality of the covenant of grace made known at Sinai and delineated Christ, who in due course would be manifested as the foundation, mediator, and guarantor of the covenant forever. “Whoever understands this will easily learn what we ought to seek in the prophets, and what is the purpose of their writings.” Assuming that a single author is responsible for this long and complex book, and that the prophet’s message was consistent and uniﬁed across the sixty-odd years of his public ministry, Calvin elucidates all these themes in Isaiah with elegance and skill. 


  Latter-day preachers, Calvin affirms, should take the prophets as models for much of their ministry. “Although we do not receive day by day a revelation of what we are to utter as a prediction, yet it is of high importance to us to compare the behavior of men of our own age with the behavior of that ancient people; and from their histories and examples we ought to make known the judgments of God; such as, what he formerly punished he will also punish with equal severity in our own day, for he is always like himself. Such wisdom let godly preachers acquire, should they wish to handle the doctrine of the prophets with a good result.” To help preachers discern the unchanging truths about God and man that they are to teach and apply is one of Calvin’s constant purposes as a commentator, and one that is very evident here. 


  “Calvin still towers above all interpreters, in large commending views of revelation in its whole connection, with extraordinary insight into the logical relations of a passage. . . . These qualities, together with his ﬁxed belief of fundamental doctrines, his eminent soundness of judgment, and his freedom from all tendency to paradox, pedantic affectation, or fanciful conceit, place him . . . on a level with the very best interpreters of our day.” So wrote Joseph Addison Alexander in 1846, and his words remain true in 2000. So enjoy! 


  J. I. PACKER 










 


 


 




  Preface


  By John Calvin 


   


   


  A great number of statements are often made about the office of the prophets, but I think the shortest way of treating this subject is to trace the prophets back to the law, from which they derived their teaching, like rivers from their source. They took it as their rule, and those who speak only about the law may rightly be acknowledged as its interpreters. 


  The law is made up of three parts: ﬁrst, the teaching about life; second, warnings and promises; third, the covenant of grace, which, being founded on Christ, contains within itself all the special promises. 


  As for the ceremonies, they were religious exercises that strengthened the attachment of the people to the worship of God and to godliness and consequently were added to the ﬁrst tablet of the Ten Commandments. The prophets, therefore, explain more fully what is brieﬂy stated in the Ten Commandments and lay down what the Lord most requires of us. Next, the warnings and promises, which Moses had proclaimed in general terms, are applied by them to their own time and are minutely described. Lastly, they express more clearly what Moses says more obscurely about Christ and his grace; they bring forward more abundant evidences of the free covenant. 


  To make this matter still clearer, we must go a little further back, to the law itself, which the Lord prescribed as a perpetual rule for the church, to be always in people’s hands and to be observed by each succeeding generation. God forbids his people to consult magicians or soothsayers in case they are tempted to wander away from the teaching given by Moses. The Lord tells them to be satisﬁed with Moses’ teaching alone. But at the same time he adds that he will ensure that Israel will never lack a prophet. He does this to meet any objection the people might raise, saying that their condition was worse than that of the pagans. To keep them from polluting themselves with the abominable practices of the Gentiles, God promises that he will raise up prophets through whom he will make his will known (see Deuteronomy 18:15). These prophets will faithfully convey the message that he has entrusted to them; so they will have no reason to complain in the future that they lack anything. 


  When the Lord promised to give them prophets, he commanded the people to rely on their interpretations and their teaching. He did not mean for them to add anything to the law, but to interpret it faithfully and to sanction its authority. So when Malachi exhorts the people to adhere to the purity of faith and to be steadfast in God’s teaching, he says, “Remember the law of my servant Moses, the decrees and laws I gave him at Horeb for all Israel” (Malachi 4:4). He simply reminds them of God’s law and orders them to be content with it. Does Malachi therefore mean that prophecies should be despised? Not at all. The prophecies were appendages of the law and are all summed up in the law; so that exhortation was sufficient. Those who understand the summary of the teaching and its main points and carefully observe them will certainly not neglect the prophecies. It would be absurd to boast of attending to the Word if we ignored its divine interpretations. 


  So when the prophets inculcate moral duties, they are not saying anything new but are only explaining those parts of the law that had been misunderstood. For example, the people thought they had carried out their duty when they had offered sacriﬁces and performed the outward services of religion, for the world measures God by its own standard and gives him worldly and false worship. The prophets strongly criticize this and show that ceremonies are of no avail when the heart is not sincere; God is worshiped by believing in him and by actually calling on his name. This had been clearly stated in the law, but it was necessary to remind the people of it frequently and to expose the hypocrisy of their ceremonies. As for the second tablet of the Ten Commandments, the prophets drew on it for their exhortations in order to show people that they should refrain from all injustice, violence, and deceit. Therefore, they do nothing but keep the people obeying the law. 


  The prophets gave distinctive warnings and promises; what Moses had stated in general terms, they described in great detail. They also had their own special visions, through which the Lord revealed future events in order to apply the promises and warnings for the beneﬁt of the people. 


  As for the free covenant that God established with the patriarchs in ancient times, the prophets always reminded the people of it and told them about the coming of Christ, who was both the foundation of the covenant and the bond between God and the people. Whoever understands this will easily learn what we ought to seek in the prophets and what is the purpose of their writings. This is all that seems necessary to say on that subject. 


  So we may learn that we should imitate the prophets, who taught the doctrine of the law. Although we do not receive a daily revelation of what we are to predict, it is nevertheless most important that we should compare the behavior of people in our own age with the behavior of that ancient people. From their stories and examples we should make God’s judgments known. 


  So much for the prophets in general. As far as the prophet Isaiah is concerned, the inscription clearly shows who he was and when he proclaimed his prophecies. It mentions the name of his father, Amoz, who is believed to have been the brother of Azariah, king of Judah. This shows that Isaiah came from a royal family, and on this point all the ancients are agreed. But neither his birth nor his close relationship to the king (the Jews assert that he was the father-in-law of Manasseh) could prevent him from being killed. He was treated no better than the lowest person in society. 


  The time when he prophesied is pointed out by means of the names of the kings who lived during his prophecies. It is clear that he prophesied for more than sixty-four years, for Jotham reigned for sixteen years (see 2 Kings 15:33), Ahaz as many (see 2 Kings 16:2), and Hezekiah for twenty-nine years (see 2 Kings 18:2). This adds up to sixty-one years. Add to this the number of years that he prophesied during Uzziah’s reign and later during Manasseh’s reign, through whom he was put to death, and there are at least sixty-four years of uninterrupted prophecies from Isaiah. 


  All God’s servants should note this carefully, so they can see how patient they should be in their own situation, no matter how hard and difﬁcult it may be. They should not think it is any disgrace to endure severe trials. They ought often to remember that Isaiah saw few successes despite his numerous labors. They should also remember that Jeremiah prophesied to the people for ﬁfty years, which only resulted in their becoming more and more rebellious. However, no difficulties could turn Isaiah and Jeremiah away from their course. We, too, should carry out our duties and patiently endure every kind of persecution. 


  The following question may be in your mind: Did Isaiah himself or some other person write the inscription to his prophecy? None of the commentators I have read answers this question. I will tell you what I think, although I have not completely made up my mind on this matter. The prophets, after they had addressed the people in public, drew up a brief summary of their prophecy and put it on the gates of the temple so everyone could see it and become fully conversant with it. After a few days it was taken down by the ministers of the temple and placed in the Treasury, so that it might stand as a permanent record. The books of the prophets were probably compiled in this way. This may be inferred from Habakkuk 2:2 and Isaiah 8:1. People who have studied the prophets carefully and judiciously will agree with me that they are not always arranged in chronological order. It is a remarkable instance of God’s providence that these prophecies have come down to us through the agency of the priests, whose duty it was to transmit the prophecies to posterity, even though they were often the bitterest enemies of the prophets. 


  







 


 


 




Isaiah 


  Chapter 1 


 


 




1. The vision concerning Judah and Jerusalem that Isaiah son of Amoz saw during the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, kings of Judah.The Hebrew word translated vision often signiﬁes a prophecy. This word, as it stands in this verse, unquestionably means there is nothing in this book that was not made known to Isaiah himself. From this word we learn that the prophets did not speak of their own accord or draw on their own imaginations but were enlightened by God, who opened their eyes to see what they themselves would not have otherwise been able to understand. So the opening of Isaiah points to the teaching of the book, which does not contain human thoughts but rather the oracles of God; it convinces us that the book contains nothing but what was revealed by God’s Spirit. 


Concerning Judah. This tells us that the principal subject of the prophecy was Judah. Isaiah was sent to the Jews and to Jerusalem. Everything else in his prophecy may be said to be incidental to his main subject. However, it was not inconsistent with Isaiah’s office to make known to other nations the calamities that would overtake them. In the same way Amos did not exceed the boundaries of his calling when he did not spare the Jews, although he had not been sent to them (Amos 2:4-5). See also the examples of this in the lives of Peter and Paul (Acts 10:17; 13:5; 14:1; 17:2, 10; 18:4, 19). We should view Isaiah in the same way. While he takes pains to instruct the Jews and directs his efforts particularly to them, he does not go beyond his set limits when he also takes a passing interest in other nations. 


Judah and Jerusalem. Here Judah stands for the whole nation, and Jerusalem for the chief city in the kingdom. 


2. Hear, O heavens! Listen, O earth! Here Isaiah is alluding to Moses and his famous song (Deuteronomy 32:1). This is unquestionably a very severe protestation. Both Moses and Isaiah turn to the elements, which are dumb and have no feeling, because people have no ears or are bereft of their senses. What could be more shocking than that the Israelites should revolt against God who had bestowed so many beneﬁts on them? 


For the LORD has spoken. This means: Listen to the charge that the Lord is about to level against the Israelites. The Lord is compelled to summon dead creatures as witnesses. At his bidding the elements observe the law they have been given, and heaven and earth perform their duty. The earth yields her fruits, and the heavens revolve at set periods. They do this with great accuracy even though they have no reason or understanding. But men and women, endued with reason and understanding and having God’s voice frequently sounding in their ears and hearts, remain unmoved, as though they are bereft of their senses. They will not bend their necks and submit to God. Dumb and lifeless creatures witness against obstinate and rebellious people. 


“I reared children and brought them up.” Literally, this means: “I have made them great.” But since Isaiah is speaking about children, the best translation is “I have nourished them” or “I have brought them up.” The Lord had given the Israelites every sort of kindness. He had, as it were, exhausted himself. He elsewhere reproaches them, saying, “What more could have been done for my vineyard than I have done for it?” (5:4). 


To apply this to our own times, we should realize that our condition is equal, or even superior, to the position the Jews had previously enjoyed. Their adoption into God’s family bound them to keep the purity of his worship. We have a double obligation: Not only have we been redeemed by the blood of Christ, but he who once redeemed us is pleased to favor us with his Gospel, and in this way prefers us to all those whom he still allows to remain blinded by ignorance. If we do not acknowledge these things, we will deserve a more severe punishment than they do. 


“But they have rebelled against me.” God declares that the Israelites have turned their backs on him, like a son who leaves his father’s house and shows there is no possibility of his return. It is indeed a terrible thing for a child to disobey his father, but even worse for the Israelites to reject such a kind Father. Isaiah uses the word children not in order to show them respect, but to highlight the dreadful nature of their rebellion. 


3. “The ox knows his master, the donkey his owner’s manger.” This comparison emphasizes more strongly the nature of their rebellion. Isaiah now pronounces that the Israelites are worse than dumb animals that have no reason or understanding but who are at least capable of being taught. Isaiah sends them to the ox and to the donkey, so they can learn from them what their duty is. We should not be surprised at this, for animals often observe the order of nature better and show greater kindness than men themselves. 


“But Israel does not know, my people do not understand.” The name Israel, which Isaiah contrasts with those animals, is emphatic. We know how much the descendants appreciated being known by this name, which God had bestowed on the holy patriarch because he had defeated the angel when he wrestled with him (see Genesis 32:28). So it was all the more dishonorable for the rebellious children to make a false boast about this honor now. 


4. Ah, sinful nation. Isaiah had already rebuked Israel severely, but in order to expose their crime even more, he adds an exclamation, expressing even more strongly his abhorrence of such base ingratitude and wickedness. 


A people loaded with guilt. The force of this metaphor should be noted. Not only does he mean that they had sunk into their iniquity as into a deep mire, but he also accuses them of being deliberately rebellious. It is like saying they were the slaves of sin or sold themselves to act wickedly. 


When Isaiah adds, a brood of evildoers, he means that the Israelites are a wicked seed. 


Children given to corruption! I think that the word translated corruption would be better translated “degeneracy.” The prophet means they are so depraved that they are totally unlike their parents. The epithets which are now bestowed by Isaiah on his nation are dishonorable and are very different from the opinion that the Israelites held about themselves. This is the way in which we should wake up hypocrites. The more they ﬂatter themselves and the further they are from being ruled by the fear of God, so much the more should we wield against them thunderbolts from our mouths. It is necessary to remove the false conviction of their holiness, righteousness, and wisdom that they often use as a disguise and as a basis for idle boasting. 


They have forsaken the LORD. Isaiah states his reason for reproving the Israelites so sharply and severely. They had no reason to complain, as they often did, of being treated with excessive harshness and rigor. First he rebukes them for the source of all evils, their rebellion against God. Isaiah’s purpose is not to convince the Jews that they are guilty of a single crime but to show that they are complete apostates. 


The following words, they have spurned the Holy One of Israel, are added to highlight the enormity of their sin. They were showing contempt for the One who had chosen them alone from all the nations to be adopted into his family. God calls himself the Holy One of Israel. In admitting them into an alliance with him he had at the same time bestowed his holiness upon them. Wherever this name appears, it is ascribed to God on account of the effect it produces. 


And turned their backs on him. This means that when the Lord gave them a way of living, they merely indulged their sinful passions. Their licentiousness was so unbridled that they completely rebelled against God. 


5. Why should you be beaten anymore? The why here means “to what purpose?” or “For what end?” Isaiah is saying that the Jews have reached such a pitch of wickedness, it is not possible to believe that any punishments will do them any good. When desperate people become hardened, they prefer to be torn to shreds rather than submit to correction. 


Why do you persist in rebellion? This conﬁrms the previous statement. It is like saying, “You will still not stop your treachery. You even continue to add to your crimes. I see that you rush to commit more sins as if you had committed yourself to that purpose.” God’s aim here is to expose their incorrigible disposition, so that they are left without any excuse. 


Your whole head is injured, your whole heart afflicted. Isaiah is making a comparison with the human body. If the body is too severely injured, there is no hope of recovery. He points to the two principal parts of the body on which it depends for its health—the head and the heart. The vital organs are so injured and corrupted that it is impossible to heal them. 




   6. From the sole of your foot to the top of your head there is no soundness. Isaiah continues the same comparison. The prophet is talking about the afflictions through which the nation has almost wasted away. He says that this constant weakness is evidence of their stubborn impenitence. They have only wounds and welts and open sores, from which diseased matter continually ﬂows, as if some concealed fountain were supplying endless venom. By this metaphor he shows that their wound is incurable, since the supply of venom cannot be stopped. All this is greatly heightened by saying that no remedies have been applied. He uses three metaphors that he links together: They have only wounds and welts . . . not cleansed or bandaged or soothed with oil. Each metaphor has the same meaning: The nation, without any hope of relief, without comfort, without remedy, is reduced to a state of distress, in which the utmost severity of God is openly displayed. 


   7. Your country is desolate, your cities burned with ﬁre. Literally, their country is “a desolation.” Isaiah goes on to speak in more detail and more clearly about what he had already said in illustrations about their punishments. Their country has been reduced to a frightful state of devastation. I interpret all those statements to relate to past events. The prophet is not threatening God’s vengeance but is describing dreadful calamities that have already taken place. He rebukes them for their indolence and stupidity in remaining unmoved by their afflictions. 




  Your ﬁelds are being stripped by foreigners right before you, laid waste as when overthrown by strangers. This is added to make the picture even more graphic. The calamity is made worse when it is brought about by men who are unknown—men who, coming from a distant country, are more cruel than the neighboring tribes. Such men destroy cities, burn houses and buildings, and spread destruction wherever they go. 


From this we learn that when God starts to punish us, if we do not repent, he does not immediately desist but increases the punishments and constantly follows them up with more afflictions. So we should abstain from such obstinacy if we do not want to call down on our heads such destruction. 


8. The Daughter of Zion is left like a shelter in a vineyard. He alludes to a custom that still exists in France, where the vine-keepers have a shelter for themselves when the grapes begin to ripen. 


Like a hut in a ﬁeld of melons. This next comparison, closely linked to the previous one, is taken from the custom of protecting a ﬁeld of melons with men who keep watch during the night in a hut. Isaiah goes on to explain what he means by these two comparisons. 


Like a city under siege. The prophet means that the evils he is speaking about will reach right to the very city, until it is broken and ruined and resembles a shelter. 


9. Unless the LORD Almighty had left us some survivors, we would have become like Sodom, we would have been like Gomorrah. Here Isaiah concludes what he said before about God’s punishments. The desolation that will take place, or rather that is present and that they now see, may be compared with the destruction of Sodom, were it not that the Lord snatched some survivors, a very small remnant, from the ﬁre. The prophet is telling them that they should not be deceived by ﬂattery. They would be in the same condition as Sodom and Gomorrah if God had not had compassion on them and preserved some survivors. This is in line with Jeremiah’s words, “Because of the LORD’s great love we are not consumed” (Lamentations 3:22). 


There are two things to observe from this. First, the prophet describes utter destruction here. And yet, because God had to deal with his church and his beloved people, that judgment is mitigated by special grace, so that out of the general ruin of the whole nation God rescues his people, whom he rightly compares with a very small remnant. Since God punished the sins of the Jews in such a dreadful way, we must consider that we may share the same fate if we imitate their rebellion. God had set that nation apart for himself and had distinguished them from other people. So why should God spare us if we are hardened in our ungodliness and treachery? 


The second thing to observe, as we see from Jeremiah’s words in Lamentations, is that it is only because of the tender mercies of God that we are not utterly destroyed. If we consider the vast amount of wickedness among all sorts of people, we are amazed that even a single individual is left and that all have not been removed from the land of the living. “But I withheld my hand” (Ezekiel 20:22), says the Lord, so that some of the church was preserved in the world. This is the reason given by Paul, who is the best interpreter of this passage. He quotes it to show the haughtiness of the Jews, that they may not boast of their mere name, as if it had been enough that they were descended from the fathers of Israel. Paul reminds them that God could act toward them as he had toward their fathers, but that through his tender mercies “the remnant will be saved” (Romans 9:27). And why? So that the church may not utterly perish. For it is through the favor that the Lord shows toward the church that he still reserves some “descendants” (Romans 9:29). This statement should give us great comfort even during those heavy calamities that we tend to think are everywhere in the church. 


If the church does not spread far and wide, people are prone to despise her. We also learn that we should not judge a church by the size of its congregation. We should be satisﬁed with knowing that although the number of the godly is small, God still acknowledges them as his chosen people. We should also recall Jesus’ consoling words, “Do not be afraid, little ﬂock, for your Father has been pleased to give you the kingdom” (Luke 12:32). 


10. Hear the word of the LORD, you rulers of Sodom; listen to the law of our God, you people of Gomorrah! He conﬁrms what he has already said: The Lord’s vengeance is not cruel, for they deserved an even more severe punishment. While there was a difference between them and the inhabitants of Sodom concerning the punishment, their guilt was the same. So the same punishment would have been inﬂicted if the Lord had not spared them. If they received milder treatment, it was not because they sinned less heinously than the inhabitants of Sodom but because of the mercy of God. 


When Isaiah gives to the rulers the name of Sodom and calls the people by the name of Gomorrah, he does not mean there is any difference between them, but that they are the same. The different names lend additional elegance, as if he said there is no greater difference between rulers and people than there is between Sodom and Gomorrah. 


The prophet starts by stripping the Jews of their disguises, and he is right to do this. For while all hypocrites use strange coverings to conceal themselves from view, that nation was particularly addicted to this vice. They took great offense at the way in which Isaiah addressed them, but it was necessary to expose their wickedness and their haughty demeanor. All hypocrites should be dealt with like this. 


By the word the prophet means the law. By quoting these words of Moses, he reminds them that he is not introducing anything new and is not adding anything to the law. 


11. “The multitude of your sacriﬁces—what are they to me?” says the LORD. Isaiah now introduces God as the speaker, for a lawgiver not only issues commands but also gives a sound interpretation of the laws, so that they may not be abused. The previous reproof was unquestionably unpalatable to the people. They gloried in the name of Abraham and boasted that they were his children. This is why the prophet arms himself with God’s authority against them. It is as if he said, “You must realize that you do not have to deal with me but with God.” 


“I have more than enough of burnt offerings, of rams and the fat of fattened animals; I have no pleasure in the blood of bulls and lambs and goats.” He explains God’s intention in demanding sacriﬁces: It is not because God places a high value on them, but so they may be aids to piety. The Jews were greatly mistaken when they thought their holiness consisted only in those services. They thought they had performed their duty admirably well when they offered sacriﬁces of slain beasts. And when the prophets demanded something more than this, the people complained that they were being treated harshly. Now the Lord says that he rejects and abhors these sacriﬁces. This may appear to be excessively severe, for he had appointed them, but all difficulties about this passage are easily removed by Jeremiah who says, “For when I brought your forefathers out of Egypt and spoke to them, I did not just give them commands about burnt offerings and sacriﬁces, but I gave them this command: Obey me, and I will be your God and you will be my people. Walk in all the ways I command you, that it may go well with you” (Jeremiah 7:22-23). He shows that the observance of ceremonies depends wholly on the word of God, and that it is as pointless to separate them from the word as it would be for the soul to be separated from the body. Jeremiah also says, “Do not trust in deceptive words and say, ‘This is the temple of the LORD, the temple of the LORD, the temple of the LORD!’” (Jeremiah 7:4). 


From these passages it is evident that the ceremonies are condemned because they have become separated from the word of God and from their souls. From this we see just how blind people are who cannot be convinced that all the trouble they take over worshiping God is pointless unless it ﬂows from the heart. 




   12. “When you come to appear before me, who has asked this of you, this trampling of my courts?” What an admirable way to conclusively refute false worship! God declares that it is pointless for them to offer him anything that he does not require, for he does not want to be worshiped in any other way than he has commanded. How does it come about that people are so delighted with their ways of worship unless it is because they do not realize that all their services neither beneﬁt themselves nor are acceptable to God? Otherwise they would at once remember that obedience is all that is required of them (see 1 Samuel 15:22). 


   13. “Stop bringing meaningless offerings! Your incense is detestable to me. New Moons, Sabbaths and convocations—I cannot bear your evil assemblies.” To drive the point home, Isaiah declares that such worship is not only unproﬁtable, but God detests and abhors it! Nothing is dearer to God than his own glory; so there is nothing that he detests so much as being worshiped in a corrupt way. Some people have misunderstood this passage, thinking he is talking about repealing the law. That is not God’s aim, for he tells the people through Isaiah that they should worship God in the right way and explains to them why these ceremonies were instituted. Since the beginning of the world the worship of God was spiritual. Isaiah now goes on to describe why these ceremonies were instituted and how they should be observed. 




  14. “Your New Moon festivals and your appointed feasts my soul hates. They have become a burden to me; I am weary of bearing them.” The prophet, speaking for God, adds nothing new to his previous teaching. Concerning all ceremonies in which there is no spiritual truth but only the glare of a false pretense, he declares that they are not merely useless but wicked. God delights in truth, but especially in the worship due to his majesty. All superstitions are corruptions of the worship of God. It follows from this that they are wicked and unlawful. 


I shall not comment in detail on the phrases used here, but they should not be passed over lightly, for the Lord sees how great is people’s wantonness in contriving different ways of worship. So the prophet uses a variety of expressions to rebuke their evil ways. 


15. “When you spread out your hands in prayer.” The ancient custom of spreading out hands in prayer did not arise out of superstition. It comes from nature herself, which prompts people to declare, even through an outward sign, that they are going to God in prayer. As they are not able to ﬂy to him, they raise themselves up by means of this sign. No instruction concerning this sign was given to the fathers, but they used it as men who had been inspired by God. So Isaiah is not condemning them for spreading out their hands in prayer but for their hypocrisy. They looked like people who were calling on God, but their hearts were set against him, as the prophet declares more fully in Isaiah 29:13: “The Lord says: ‘These people come near to me with their mouth and honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me. Their worship of me is made up only of rules taught by men.’” (See also Psalm 145:18.) Where hypocrisy exists, there can be no true calling on God. 


“I will hide my eyes from you; even if you offer many prayers, I will not listen.” Isaiah expands on his previous statement by threatening that God will be deaf to their cries, no matter how many prayers they say. It is as if he said, “Though you are constant in prayer, that will not beneﬁt you at all.” Hypocrites think that the more they pray, the more holy they are. 


“Your hands are full of blood.” Isaiah starts to explain in more detail why God disapproves, and even disdainfully rejects, both their prayers and their sacriﬁces. It is because they are cruel and bloody, stained with every kind of sin, although they come before God with a hypocritical display. 


16. “Wash and make yourselves clean.” Isaiah exhorts the Jews to repent. From this we see that nothing can please God unless it comes from a pure conscience. God does not judge our deeds as we do, according to their outward appearance. It often happens that some particular action, although performed by a very wicked person, gains human applause. But in the sight of God, who sees the heart, a depraved conscience pollutes every virtue. Haggai taught that everything an unclean person touches is polluted. Isaiah has already declared that it is no good offering sacriﬁces to God or praying or calling on his name if we do not worship him in our hearts. Hence Isaiah demands that the Jews make themselves clean, in order that what they do may no longer be pointless. We should always deal in this way with people who are strangers to God. 


God through Isaiah tells them to wash. He does not mean that people repent through the exercise of their free will, but he shows that the only remedy for them is to be pure in God’s sight. We know that the sacred writers attribute to people what is done in them by God’s Spirit (see Ezekiel 36:25). 


“Take your evil deeds out of my sight!” The prophet now describes the fruits of repentance. He not only explains without a metaphor what it is to wash and to be clean, but he orders them to show through everything they do that they are being renewed by God. He tells them to show fruits of repentance in two ways. They are to stop doing wrong, and they are to learn to do right (verse 17). First, we must stop committing every act of injustice. We must not be like those idle people who think they have done enough just because they have not harmed anyone, and yet are never kind to anyone. Isaiah wants them not only to cease from evil but to do positive good. 


17. “Learn to do right! Seek justice.” Isaiah had told them to stop doing wrong; now he tells them to learn to do right! They must excel at doing good. Isaiah says they must learn to do this. 


“Encourage the oppressed.” Isaiah, as he often does, gives particular examples of the general principle he has just mentioned. Although he has already given a special exhortation to be kind and to seek justice, he wants to drive his point home even more and so gives some speciﬁc examples of what he means. People who want to be thought of as being good and righteous are rarely moved by a general instruction; but when we come to particular examples, they are forced, as it were, to apply it to their daily living. 


“Defend the cause of the fatherless, plead the case of the widow.” The prophet selects two groups of people who often suffer as a result of human wickedness. The fatherless and the widow are rarely supported by people because people derive no beneﬁt from helping such despised and lowly people. Wealthy and inﬂuential men have many friends to help them, for they hope to be rewarded. But the Lord declares that he will take care of the fatherless and the widow and that he will avenge those who harm them. See Exodus 22:22-24. 


18. “Come now, let us reason together,” says the LORD. The Lord declares that the Jews will be speechless when they come before him. This is the way hypocrites should be dealt with, for they boldly enter into discussions with God, and there is no end to their arguments. So Isaiah tells them that if they choose to debate with God, God will be more than a match for them. In other words, Isaiah does not accuse innocent people and has no wish to enter into an argument. The prophet introduces the Lord, as if he said, “For my part, if it is necessary, I will debate with you. For the result will only show up your own obstinacy that prevents any reconciliation between us. The only way to end the controversy between us is if you bring a clean heart with you.” 


“Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red as crimson, they shall be like wool.” God declares that he is prepared to cleanse us and to make us as white as snow. 


19. “If you are willing and obedient.” Isaiah continues to plead God’s cause against the people. He states in a few words that not only must the people take the blame for all the calamities they endured but that they have it in their own power to recover their prosperity and happiness. God is always ready to forgive them, provided that they do not harden their hearts. 


“You will eat the best from the land.” By this Isaiah means the fruits of the earth that supply the necessities of life. For in one sense the earth may be said to be unkind when it does not produce its fruits and keeps them, as it were, to itself. But I have no doubt that he is alluding to the promises of the law, in which God declares that those who fear him will be blessed by an abundant harvest (see Deuteronomy 28:11). Yet when he offers us the necessities for this earthly life, it is not because he wants our thoughts to be conﬁned to our present happiness (which is the only thing hypocrites value and which entirely occupies their minds); it is in order that we may rise to the heavenly life. He wants to prepare us for the enjoyment of eternal happiness through tasting so much goodness on earth. 


20. “But if you resist and rebel, you will be devoured by the sword.” The wicked always think that the severity of the punishment is greater than their guilt, even when the Lord punishes them very gently. But the prophet warns them that there will be no end to their calamities until they are destroyed. Lest they imagine that they have nothing more to fear than the light punishment they had suffered so far, he declares that far heavier judgments from God await them. 


For the mouth of the LORD has spoken. Since people are blinded by their lusts and are hardly moved by any warnings, the prophet awakes them from their deep sleep by reminding them that this declaration is not uttered by a mortal but comes from the mouth of the LORD, who does not change his mind as human beings do. Isaiah mentions the mouth of the LORD in order to shock them out of their sinful ways. 


21. See how the faithful city has become a harlot! In order to add weight to this rebuke, and to expose the dreadfulness of the people’s sin in having departed from God and from all uprightness, the prophet cries aloud as if he had seen some monstrous thing. He speaks of the city that had previously been a guardian of justice but is now a hideout for thieves. He speaks about her as one who had been a pure, chaste virgin but has now become a harlot! 


By the word faithful Isaiah alludes, in my opinion, to the faithfulness in marriage that a wife should show toward her husband. I think faithful in this context means chaste, for immediately afterwards he uses another term to contrast with it, calling the city a harlot. Her immoral behavior does not bring a blush to her face. The Scriptures often call the church the wife of God (see Hosea 2:19-20). Jerusalem kept her honorable position so long as she kept her spiritual chastity and continued to worship God in purity. As soon as she stopped doing this she became a harlot! 


She once was full of justice; righteousness used to dwell in her. Isaiah shows what fruits were produced through their previous allegiance to God. We may take justice as another name for uprightness. 


But now murderers! Isaiah shows how Jerusalem had become a harlot. The city that had previously been renowned for its love of justice and righteousness was now full of murderers. This does not mean they were assassins or robbers but that by fraudulent methods, under the guise of justice, they had acquired other people’s property. In short, he means that they did not act fairly and justly toward their fellowmen, even though they might be held in high esteem, as some wicked people are. 


The state that Jerusalem was reduced to should make us reﬂect on how often Satan exercises what might be called unrestricted tyranny over God’s church. For if ever there was a church, there was one at that time in Jerusalem. And yet Isaiah affirms that it was a den of robbers or a slaughterhouse where they cut people’s throats. If Satan could cause such confusion in that church, let us not be surprised if the same thing takes place among us. We must work hard not to allow ourselves to be corrupted by such wicked examples. 


22. Your silver has become dross, your choice wine is diluted with water. By making two comparisons Isaiah shows that the outward appearance of their affairs was not publicly overturned, even though their inner condition had changed and had been corrupted, so that they were very different from how they had previously been. For he says that dross now shines instead of silver and that their wine, though it retained its color, has lost its ﬂavor. “Although you still make an empty show,” says the prophet, “nothing pure will be found in you. The wine that used to be choice wine is now corrupted; though its color may deceive the eye, its taste shows that it has been diluted with water.” 


All this means that the Jews should put aside their hypocrisy and start to confess their sins. The comparisons made here are highly appropriate. Dross looks similar to silver; similarly, the color of wine diluted with water resembles that of pure wine. And yet both are far from having the purity that they claim. In the same way hypocrites, through their hypocrisy, may be said to assume the false color of silver, though they are no more valuable than dross. 


23. Your rulers are rebels. There is a play on words here. Isaiah is not referring to rulers as though the ordinary people were holy and needed no reproof; rather, he points out the source of the evil. No disease is more harmful than one that spreads from the head to the whole body, and so no evil is more destructive among people than when a ruler is depraved. 


Companions of thieves. Isaiah means they are so far from restraining theft that, on the contrary, they proﬁt from it themselves. By receiving part of the booty, they give others permission to commit theft. And, indeed, when a judge is open to a bribe, some crimes will go unpunished. 


They all love bribes and chase after gifts. Isaiah now points out why rulers have made themselves companions of thieves. It is out of avarice. When judges are devoted to the love of money, justice is utterly destroyed. This results, as one person has said, in judges’ making laws and unmaking laws. See Exodus 23:8. No man is so upright, no man so sagacious, that his mind resists the blinding inﬂuence of gifts. Such judges are rightly called companions of thieves. 


They do not defend the cause of the fatherless; the widow’s case does not come before them. As the Lord especially commands us to care for the fatherless and widows, because they have no one to look after them, we are hardly surprised if he is displeased when they are abandoned by the rulers, who should have been their guardians and defenders. Since the fatherless and widows have neither foresight, nor industry, nor strength if no one comes forward to assist them, they are exposed to every kind of injustice. When no attention is paid to them, it follows that justice does not rule; rather, covetousness is the order of the day. 


24. Therefore the Lord, the LORD Almighty, the Mighty One of Israel, declares . . . Isaiah ﬁrst of all uses the word Lord, the word used to denote the relationship between a servant and his master. Then Isaiah uses the word for the LORD Almighty —that is, Jehovah, which denotes the eternal essence and majesty of God. Isaiah now wants to warn them of God’s judgment and at the same time to remind them that the children of Abraham are God’s special people. So he adds that God is the Mighty One of Israel. 


“Ah, I will get relief from my foes and avenge myself on my enemies.” By these words Isaiah intimates that God will not be paciﬁed untilhe has satiated himself by inﬂicting punishment. This punishment will fall on his enemies. He is not speaking here about the Chaldeans or Assyrians, as some have thought, but of Jews, to whom, like a herald, the prophet proclaims war in the name of the Lord. This warning sounded harshly in their ears, for they thought that because they were linked with God, he was an enemy of their enemies. On the contrary, Isaiah declares that he is their enemy, because he had been so often provoked by their sins. This is how we must shake off the slothfulness of the hypocrites, who are constantly waging war against God and yet do not hesitate to allege that they enjoy his protection. We need not wonder, therefore, if the prophet sternly pronounces them God’s enemies. They had broken God’s covenant and so declared war on him. 


And yet, to show that he does this unwillingly, as it were, God utters his warning with a kind of groan. Nothing is more in line with his nature than to do good; so whenever he is angry with us and treats us harshly, it is certain that our wickedness has compelled him to be like this, because we do not allow his goodness to take its free course. He is especially disposed to treat his own people with gentleness, and when he sees there is no longer any room for his forbearance, he takes measures, as it were in sorrow, to inﬂict punishment. 


“And avenge myself on my enemies.” In this second clause there is a repetition, a ﬁgure of speech often used by the Jews, who often expressed the same thought twice in one sentence. From this we also learn that God cannot rest until he has taken vengeance on a wicked and treacherous people. 


25. “I will turn my hand against you; I will thoroughly purge . . .” This brings a little relief from the previous warning. Although he still speaks of his severity, he also says that amidst those calamities the church will be preserved. The main aim here is to comfort the believers, so they will not think the church is utterly ruined. The Spirit of God, through the prophets, continually warns God’s children, who tremble at his word, not to be overwhelmed and lose heart because of all the dire warnings. 


Besides, the announcement “I will turn my hand against you” denotes God’s presence, as if he said, “I will display my hand.” He does this in two ways, either by warning the wicked or by delivering believers from their distresses. Since it is clear from the context that God wants to mitigate the severity of punishment, the phrase “I will turn my hand” must be viewed here as referring to the restoration of the church. Although he states in general terms that everyone is his enemy, he now modiﬁes or limits that statement by addressing Jerusalem or Zion. 


“I will thoroughly purge away your dross and remove your impurities.” The puriﬁcation of the church is God’s own work. So he always lifts up his hand to punish transgressors, that he may bring back wanderers. He points out here a special favor that he bestows on his elect; so it follows that repentance is a true and particular work of the Holy Spirit. Otherwise the sinner, instead of beneﬁting at all, would become more and more hardened by the punishments. 


The dross being thoroughly purged must not be understood to mean that God ever puriﬁes his church completely from every stain in this world. Rather, it is like saying that his church’s holiness will shine like pure silver. These words, therefore, indicate real purity, for the Jews had previously been content to wallow in their ﬁlth. This is a highly appropriate comparison, through which the prophet declares that though the church was then polluted by many deﬁlements, some remnant would still remain, which, after the removal of the pollution, would regain its brightness. In this way he also links both clauses, for when he had previously spoken about their sins, he said, your silver has become dross (verse 22). 


26. “I will restore your judges as in days of old, your counselors as at the beginning.” He now speaks in plain language. Having said that the source of the evil was in the rulers, he shows that a divine hand will purify them when the Lord restores the church to perfect health. And, indeed, when those who rule are good and holy people, public order is maintained. But when wicked people have power, everything goes to ruin. By judges and counselors he clearly means magistrates. When he says they will be as in days of old and as at the beginning, he reminds them of God’s extraordinary goodness, of which they had been deprived. God had graciously raised up the throne of David. Although the authority of the family of David had degenerated into a most terrible tyranny, they still boasted of being his true heirs. So the people are rightly reminded about the happiness from which they had fallen through their own fault, so that they might not be upset by the decline in numbers. For this was the means through which they would again possess that order that God had established. 


“Afterward you will be called The City of Righteousness, The Faithful City.” He describes the fruit of the reformation about which he has spoken, extending to the whole body. Before Jerusalem had rebelled against God, she had been a Faithful City . . . called the City of Righteousness. Now the prophet says that after she has been chastised, the same virtues will be illustriously displayed in her. Here, too, the essence of repentance is stated, for Righteousness means uprightness, when everyone obtains what belongs to them, and people live with each other without harming each other. The word Faithful has a wider meaning, for when a city is called Faithful, it means not only that justice and honesty between people are observed, but that the purity of God’s worship is maintained. Therefore, it includes chastity and purity of mind. Isaiah is describing the fruit of true conversion. It is like saying, “When Jerusalem will be brought back to true godliness, people will be persuaded that she is renewed.” 




   27. Zion will be redeemed with justice, her penitent ones with righteousness. Isaiah conﬁrms the same teaching. Because it was hard to believe the church would be restored, he shows that this does not depend on human will but is founded on the justice and righteousness of God. In other words, God will not allow his church to be completely destroyed, because he is righteous. Therefore the purpose of the prophet is to raise the minds of godly people from earthly thoughts and to think about the safety of the church, for which they will depend completely on God. 


   28. But rebels and sinners will both be broken together, and those who forsake the LORD will perish. In case hypocrites should imagine that any fruit of these promises belongs to them, he warns that they will perish, although God will redeem his church. Hypocrites have always been mixed with the church, and they apply God’s promises to themselves. Here we should observe that great wisdom is needed by godly teachers. They must terrify the wicked with God’s judgment, but at the same time they must support good people and strengthen them with some comfort, so that they will not be discouraged. See Psalm 91:7. 


   29. “You will be ashamed because of the sacred oaks in which you have delighted.” It is as if the prophet said that no evil would be more destructive to them than their own superstition. “The idols,” he says in effect, “that you call on for your protection and safety will bring destruction on you.” 




  The image of both oaks and gardens is used to reprove every kind of false worship. Although there were many kinds of idolatry among the Jews, the practice mentioned here—choosing oaks and gardens for offering sacriﬁces—was the most common of all. 


By the word delighted he reproves the mad, burning eagerness with which wicked people followed their superstitions. They should have earnestly devoted their whole heart to serve the one God, but they rushed to indulge in false worship, as if driven by animal lust. In nearly every human mind this disease exists naturally. Men have forsaken the true God and have run wild in following idols. Scripture often compares this madness to the love of prostitutes, who shake off shame as well as reason. 


“You will be disgraced because of the gardens that you have chosen.” The prophet describes not only their excessive zeal but their presumption in corrupting the worship of God. When he says they have chosen . . . gardens, he is contrasting this with submitting to God’s law. Whatever may be the plausible appearances under which unbelievers endeavor to cloak their superstitions, it still remains true that “to obey is better than sacriﬁce, and to heed is better than the fat of rams” (1 Samuel 15:22). Similarly, Paul uses the words “self-imposed worship” to include all kinds of false worship that people contrive for themselves without God’s command: “Such regulations indeed have an appearance of wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, their false humility and their harsh treatment of the body, but they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence” (Colossians 2:23). Because of this God complains that the Jews have despised his word and have taken delight in their own inventions. It is as if he said, “It was your duty to obey, but you wanted to have an unfettered choice, or rather unbounded liberty.” People cannot choose how God should be worshiped because this right is God’s alone; and this single consideration is enough to condemn human inventions. 




   30. “You will be like an oak with fading leaves, like a garden without water.” The prophet appears to be alluding to gardens to which they had improperly restricted the worship of God. In other words, “You take pleasure in your gardens and trees, but you will be like withered trees that have lost their foliage.” God therefore mocks the vain boasting of idolaters who ﬂatter themselves with such contrivances and think that heaven is open to them when they engage in such ceremonies. 


   31. “The mighty man will become tinder and his work a spark; both will burn together, with no one to quench the ﬁre.” As a ﬁre is made up of dry fuel like tinder, “in the same way,” says the prophet in essence, “you and your idols will be gathered into one heap, as when a pile of wood is built up, so that you may be consumed together, so that the idols may be like tinder and the mind like a spark, so that one conﬂagration may consume them all.” Images and idols arouse God’s wrath, kindling it into a ﬂame that cannot be quenched. 
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  1. This is what Isaiah son of Amoz saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem.This prophecy conﬁrms the teaching he has just given about the restoration of the church. It is difficult to cherish the hope of safety when we are, so to speak, in the midst of destruction, while God’s wrath burns and consumes everything far and wide. At such times the bare promises are hardly enough to support us and allay our fears. That is why the Lord determined that in addition to the consolation that had already been proclaimed there should be added this special vision. I have no doubt, therefore, that this vision agrees with what is stated in 1:26-27. 


  Here we learn the purpose of visions. Teaching sometimes does not have enough weight for us; so God adds visions, that through them he may seal his teaching to us. This vision is linked to the previous promise; so we learn from it the useful teaching that all visions of every kind that God gave to his prophets must be linked to the promises, to conﬁrm them. And thus we perceive God’s astonishing goodness more and more. Not satisﬁed with giving us his bare word, he gives us pictures of the events, so to speak. 


  

   2. In the last days. When Isaiah mentions the end or completion of days, let us remember that he is speaking about the kingdom of Christ. We must also understand why he speaks about Christ’s kingdom in this way. It was because until that time everything might be said to be in a state of suspense, so that the people might not concentrate on the present condition of things, which were only a shadow, but on the Redeemer, by whom the reality would be declared. Since Christ came, therefore, if that time is compared with ours, we have actually arrived in the last days. It was the duty of the fathers who lived at that time to go, as it were, with outstretched arms to Christ. The restoration of everything depended on his coming; so they had good reason to look forward with hope to that time. It was indeed always useful for them to know that under Christ the condition of the church would be more perfect—especially because there were limits to imagery, for the Lord chose to arouse them in various ways expressly to keep them in suspense. 


  

  But there was a special importance attached to this prediction. For 400 years or thereabouts there were innumerable occasions on which they might have given up, if they had not remembered the last days in which the church was to be perfectly restored. During the various storms, therefore, by which the church was nearly overwhelmed, every believer, when shipwrecked, seized on this word as a plank on which to ﬂoat into the harbor. But notice that while the last days began at the coming of Christ, they ﬂow on in uninterrupted progress until he appears the second time for our salvation (see Hebrews 9:28). 


  The mountain of the LORD’s temple will be established as chief among the mountains; it will be raised above the hills, and all nations will stream to it. This vision might be thought absurd, because not only was Zion a hill of no special height when compared with the huge mountains on earth, but also the prophet had just predicted its destruction. How, then, could it be believed that Mount Zion, after losing all its greatness, would again shine with such luster as to draw the eyes of all nations to her? And yet she is extolled as if she were higher than Olympus. “Let the Gentiles boast as much as they please about their high mountains,” says Isaiah in effect. “They will be nothing in comparison with that hill, even though it is low and small.” In the natural course of events, this was most unlikely. Would Zion be raised up to the clouds? Wicked people doubtless scoffed at this prediction, for the ungodly have always been ready to attack God. 


  Isaiah used this prophecy to bring comfort to the people during their captivity. So although there was no temple and no sacriﬁces, and although everything was in ruins, this hope would still be cherished in the hearts of godly people. This is how they would reason: “The mountain of the Lord is indeed forsaken, but there he will live, and this mountain will be the greatest one in the world.” To stop them from doubting this, the prophet sketches a picture of the glory of God here. 


  3. Many peoples will come and say . . . In the previous verse he gave one reason why Mount Zion would be elevated to such a high position— because all nations would ﬂow to it, as if the rivers were overﬂowing from a great abundance of water. He now gives his reason. People might ask why various nations ﬂocked to it in crowds from distant lands; he says their motive was the desire to serve God. 


  “Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD, to the house of the God of Jacob.” Through these words he ﬁrst declares that the godly will be ﬁlled with such an ardent desire to spread the doctrines of true religion that everyone will not be satisﬁed with his own salvation; his personal knowledge will make him want to draw other people along with him. This shows us that the normal way to gather a church is through the human voice. God could bring each person to himself by a secret inﬂuence, but he uses human agents so he may awaken our anxiety for each others’ salvation. Isaiah then shows that those who teach and exhort should not sit down and command other people but should walk along with them as companions. 


  “He will teach us his ways.” Isaiah shows that God cannot be worshiped rightly until we have been enlightened by doctrine. He also shows that God is the church’s only teacher, and so we should hang on his every word. The office of teaching is committed to pastors solely in order that God may be heard through them. Those who want to be thought of as ministers of Christ must conform to that. 


  “So that we may walk in his paths.” Now Isaiah says they must be obedient. The instruction that comes to us from the mouth of the Lord is not mere speculation but directs the course of our life and leads us to obey him. We should note that God’s commands are called ways and paths in order to teach us that those who deviate from God’s commands in the slightest go completely astray. Thus every kind of unlawful freedom is restrained. Everyone, from the least to the greatest, must observe this rule of obedience, so that they keep themselves within the limits of God’s word. 


  The law will go out from Zion, the word of the LORD from Jerusalem. This explains the previous verse, in which Isaiah said that Mount Zion would be placed above all mountains; that is, that she will be raised to the highest honor when she becomes the source of saving doctrine, which will ﬂow from her to the whole world. 


  Since we know this prediction was fulﬁlled when the preaching of the Gospel began at that very place, we must not take the word law in a limited sense. For at that time its ﬁgures and bondage were abolished. (See Mark 16:15; Luke 24:47.) Hence we conclude that the term is applied, without limitation, to the Word of God. When the prophets say that the waters will spring out of the temple to water the whole world (see Ezekiel 47:1), they are expressing metaphorically what Isaiah lays down here in plain language. The source of saving doctrine will come from that place, for from it the apostles and other teachers spread the Gospel throughout the whole world. 


  Note why the prophet said this—so that he might fortify the godly against various changes that otherwise, on many occasions, might have crushed their spirits. It is as if he said, “Whatever your situation may be, and although you may be oppressed by afflictions on all sides, continue to cherish this assured hope, that the law will go out from Zion, the word of the LORD from Jerusalem. For this is an infallible decree of God that no event will make void.” 


  4. He will judge between the nations and will settle disputes for many people. He means that the doctrine will be like a king’s scepter, that God may rule among all nations. In this ﬁgure of speech the Hebrew word shaphat, judge, means “to govern” or “to reign.” 


  They will beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Isaiah shows the beneﬁt that will result after Christ has brought the Gentiles and the nations under his dominion. Nothing is more desirable than peace, but pride, ambition, and covetousness lead men to ﬁght each other. Men are naturally drawn by their evil passions to disturb society, but Isaiah promises that this evil will be corrected. The Gospel is the doctrine of reconciliation (see 2 Corinthians 5:18), removing the enmity between us and God; so it also brings peace and harmony between men. 


  He does not merely say, they will beat their swords into plowshares but and their spears into pruning hooks. Thus he shows there will be a great change among people. Instead of attacking each other, they will cultivate peace and friendship between each other, for plowshares and pruning hooks are useful and necessary in farming. He therefore shows that when Christ reigns, those who had previously been motivated by mischief will be full of acts of kindness. 


  Nation will not take up sword against nation, nor will they train for war anymore. The prophet means they will not train themselves in destructive arts and will not strive with each other in acts of cruelty and injustice, as they had done previously. But the complete fulﬁllment of this prophecy should not be looked for on earth. It is enough if we experience the beginning and if, being reconciled to God through Christ, we cultivate mutual friendships and abstain from doing harm to anyone. 


  

  

   5. Come, O house of Jacob. It is as if he said, “Look, the Gentiles come together to Mount Zion, and neighbors exhort each other. They submit to receiving instruction from God and to being reproved by him. So why do you Israelites, who are heirs of God’s promises, draw back? Will the Gentiles submit to God, but you will refuse to acknowledge his authority? Has so great a light been kindled in every part of the world, but you will refuse to be enlightened by it? Will so many waters ﬂow, and you will not drink? What madness is this, that when the Gentiles run so eagerly, you sit still in idleness?” 


  Let us walk in the light of the LORD. He means that the light is ready to guide their feet, but they disregard it by closing their eyes, and even try to put it out. Yet its brightness draws people from distant lands. 


  

   6. You have abandoned your people, the house of Jacob. Isaiah now accuses the people of having a perverse disposition. It is as if he bursts out in astonishment before God saying, “Why should I waste words on a nation that you, Lord, have rightly rejected because it has given itself up to idolatry and has departed from your Word?” 


  

  This may also be a prediction of future punishment that Isaiah foresaw through the Spirit. It is as if he said, “It is hardly surprising if ruin and desolation are about to overtake Mount Zion because of their evil deeds.” He may have wanted to stop such a terrible spectacle, which would lead to despair, so that those who were capable of being cured might be moved to repent and turn back to God before the calamity arrived. God’s servants should always try to do good, even to the reprobate if possible (see 2 Timothy 2:25). 


  They are full of superstitions from the East. They were full of vices they had learned from the people of the East. It is easy to imitate evil, and nothing is more natural than for corruptions to spread from one place to another. 


  They practice divination like the Philistines and clasp hands with pagans. The prophet accuses them of trying to please the Gentiles and thus becoming entangled in their vices. They preferred not just mortals, but wicked mortals, to God. 


  7. Their land is full of silver and gold; there is no end to their treasures. Their land is full of horses; there is no end to their chariots. We must look at the order in which the prophet mentions things here as he lists the reasons why the Lord rejected his people. In the previous verse he started with divinations and pagans. Now he comes to silver and gold. Then he mentions horses and chariots. There can be no doubt that, having ﬁrst condemned idolatry, he reproves them, second, for covetousness and, third, for sinful trust, when people leave God and seek their own grounds of conﬁdence. This nation is not condemned for possessing silver and gold but for burning with insatiable covetousness and for trusting in horses and chariots. 


  8. Their land is full of idols; they bow down to the work of their hands, to what their ﬁngers have made. He repeats what he has already said about their idolatry but in more detail. He starts by mentioning, they bow down to the work of their hands, to what their ﬁngers have made. How stupid they were to worship wood and stone instead of God. To bow down to an idol was to give it divine worship. 


  9. So men will be brought low and mankind humbled. Being brought low and humbled are two allusions to the bowing down before idols that he has just mentioned. In other words, “They have bowed themselves down before idols; therefore God will bring them low under a great weight of calamities.” 


  But do not forgive them. The prophets, ablaze with zeal for God, pour out prayers under the direct control of the Spirit and threaten to justly punish the ungodly. But at the same time it must be understood that Isaiah here makes an unspoken reference to the remnant. So the meaning of this sentence amounts to this: The restoration of a new church must not be expected until God has executed judgment by destroying the temple. 


  10. Go into the rocks, hide in the ground. Isaiah means that God’s judgment is more to be dreaded than a thousand deaths, and that for the sake of escaping that judgment they will wish they could go down into the grave. 


  . . . from the dread of the LORD and the splendor of his majesty! In other words, “It is according to the measure of his own glory that God ought to be dreaded by the ungodly, in whose destruction he displays his boundless power.” Pastors should learn from this how to deal with drowsy consciences. They must awaken such persons through God’s judgment, that they may view that judgment with real dread. 


  11. The eyes of the arrogant man will be humbled and the pride of men brought low; the LORD alone will be exalted in that day. Wicked people, relying on their present wealth, treat the warnings of the prophet with disdain. Isaiah is determined to stamp out their arrogance. It is like saying, “The time will come when your pride, through which you vainly contend against God, will be brought down.” 


  When Isaiah speaks of the eyes of the arrogant man, he is using an outward sign to denote an inner, mental pride. Sinful conﬁdence almost always betrays, in its very looks, contempt for God and man. See Psalm 101:5. 


  12. The LORD Almighty has a day in store for all the proud and lofty, for all that is exalted (and they will be humbled). In this verse the prophet conﬁrms in more details what he has just been speaking about. From the vehement way in which he heaps up words, we may easily infer how bold the wickedness of that time was. We learn from these words that God avows himself to be the enemy of all the proud. The appointment of a day is therefore the same as God saying that the wicked will not be able to escape being crushed by his hand. If we were convinced of this ourselves, would we not abhor pride, which provokes God’s anger against it? 


  13-14. . . . for all the cedars of Lebanon, tall and lofty, and all the oaks of Bashan, for all the towering mountains and all the high hills. The metaphor introduced here of the trees of Lebanon, tall and lofty does not obscure light but sheds light on the subject. No matter how high the endeavors of mortals may be, they will never be able to reach the tops of the cedars of Lebanon or the towering mountains. Thus Isaiah shows proud men how idle and foolish they are to believe that their elevation will be their defense. 


  

  15. . . . for every lofty tower and every fortiﬁed wall. What Isaiah now says about towers and walls is not ﬁgurative. We know how men who think they are well defended congratulate themselves on no longer needing God’s assistance. So Isaiah uses lofty towers and fortiﬁed walls as objects of false security. 


  16. . . . for every trading ship and every stately vessel. Trade between nations is not being condemned here, but, as so frequently happens, abundance leads to pride and cruelty, and that is what Isaiah is condemning. 


  

  

   17. The arrogance of man will be brought low and the pride of men humbled; the LORD alone will be exalted in that day. The prophet declares that he had his eyes on the arrogance of man. God is not displeased with the steep mountains or tall cedars, for he created them. But Isaiah tells us that evil lies in men who vainly trust in what is high and lofty. The Lord will easily subdue them, and they will have to acknowledge that they gain nothing from their insolence and presumption. 


  18. And the idols will totally disappear. In his rebuke God through Isaiah has already linked idolatry with luxury and covetousness and other vices; now he links them with the warning of punishment. 


   19. Men will ﬂee to caves in the rocks and to holes in the ground from dread of the LORD and the splendor of his majesty, when he rises to shake the earth. These words must refer to the terror that people experienced at the hands of the Chaldeans and Assyrians. God used them to chastise his people; although they were wicked, they promoted God’s glory. Isaiah speaks like this about the Assyrians and Chaldeans because we see the splendor of his majesty in the punishments that the Lord will inﬂict on the Jews through them. The same thing is conﬁrmed by the words he rises, referring to God’s judgment seat. 


   20. In that day men will throw away to the rodents and bats their idols of silver and idols of gold, which they made to worship. Idolaters are amazingly delighted with their own superstitions and ungodly worship. They commit endless sins, but they still take refuge in imagining that their worship appeases God. So the prophet deprives idolaters of this cloak, warning them that they will no longer be able to conceal their pollution. The Lord will compel them to throw away their idols, and they will acknowledge that they had no good reason for placing their hope and conﬁdence in them. 


   21. They will ﬂee to caverns in the rocks and to the overhanging crags from dread of the LORD and the splendor of his majesty, when he rises to shake the earth. This repetition is not superﬂuous, although Isaiah uses the same words as a few verses earlier—for what is as difficult as impressing on people’s minds the sincere fear of God? God’s judgment had to be placed before these hypocrites, and yet they were hardly moved. The ungodly preferred to be swallowed up rather than come before God’s eye. 


   22. Stop trusting in man, who has but a breath in his nostrils. Isaiah urges the ungodly to stop deluding themselves. In other words: “I see that you are blinded and intoxicated by false hope, so that no argument can prevail with you. You do this because you claim too much for yourselves. But man is nothing, and you have to deal with God, who can reduce the world to nothing at a stroke.” 


  

  The words a breath in his nostrils denote human weakness, the fact that human life is like a breath that disappears in a moment (see Psalm 104:29; 146:4, KJV; see also 78:29). We ought to stop trusting in man. We are forbidden to place any conﬁdence in men. We should not even trust our own wisdom or energy. “This is what the LORD says: ‘Cursed is the one who trusts in man, who depends on ﬂesh for his strength and whose heart turns away from the LORD” (Jeremiah 17:5). 


  Of what account is he? Man has nothing left for which to congratulate himself. This expression exposes man’s love of self, which intoxicates him and opposes God’s grace. 
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  1. See now, the Lord, the LORD Almighty, is about to take from Jerusalem and Judah both supply and support: all supplies of food and all supplies of water. The prophet continues with the same subject he was dealing with at the close of the previous chapter. He warns the Jews that their wealth, no matter how great it may be, will not prevent God’s wrath from burning up all their defenses. It follows from this that they are behaving like madmen when they put their trust in weapons of war and in armor. 


  See now indicates that time is running out. It is as if Isaiah makes the wicked the eyewitnesses of this event. It often happens that those who do not openly ridicule God’s judgments ignore them. “What has that got to do with us?” they ask. 


  The Lord, the LORD Almighty, is about to take from Jerusalem and Judah . . . The prophet emphasizes that God’s hand is no great distance away. He calls God the Lord, the LORD Almighty, so that God’s majesty may jolt them out of their stupor. The prophet warns the Jews that both supply and support will be removed. This means, “God will take away every assistance that you think supports you, so that nothing is left for you to put your trust in.” 


  All supplies of food and all supplies of water. The prophet warns them that their harvest will be taken from them, so that they will die as a result of famine (see Leviticus 26:26; Ezekiel 4:16). The people will have no food to strengthen them, either because they will not have bread and water or, if they have them, will derive no nourishment from them. 


  2. The hero and warrior, the judge and prophet, the soothsayer and elder. Isaiah mentions people who contribute to the safety and good order of nations and cities. He warns that the Jews will be completely deprived of these, so that they will have neither wisdom nor bravery at home, nor military forces abroad. 


  The hero and warrior were the men of war. The judge stood for every kind of governor and the prophet for every kind of teacher. The soothsayer was probably someone who penetrated dark matters not by using omens and superstitious arts but by extraordinary acuteness and skill. 


  3. The captain of ﬁfty and man of rank, the counselor, skilled craftsman and clever enchanter. As the Romans had centurions (captains of hundreds), so the Jews had captains (rulers of ﬁfties). Man of rank may apply to men in private life who were noted for their prudence. The skilled craftsman was needed to maintain the prosperity of a nation, and Isaiah says that through lack of them the destruction of the Jews was at hand. Clever enchanter literally means “skilled in muttering or in a subdued tone of speech.” They may have been wise men who gave advice in private. 


  4. I will make boys their officials; mere children will govern them. Isaiah now describes how sad and wretched the change will be when competent and faithful rulers will be taken from among them, whom God will replace with cowardly and worthless people. This will make God’s vengeance even more plain. 


  By boys and children are meant not only those who are young in age, but those who have weak minds and feeble constitutions. 


  This passage may be summed up as follows: “When God takes away those gifts and alters the condition of a people, however this may happen, either by changing the form of government or by taking away the rulers, the anger of God should be acknowledged.” 


  

   5. People will oppress each other—man against man, neighbor against neighbor. The young will rise up against the old, the base against the honorable. Isaiah describes the utmost confusion that is about to overtake the Jews. This happens to any nation as soon as government is removed. But the confusion described by the prophet is most disgraceful. A child will dare insult an old man, and the dregs of society will rise up against the honorable. 


   6. A man will seize one of his brothers at his father’s home, and say, “You have a cloak, you be our leader; take charge of this heap of ruins!” In other words, “Not only the common people but also the nobles and the wealthy will decline the task of government.” 


   7. But in that day he will cry out, “I have no remedy. I have no food or clothing in my house; do not make me the leader of the people.” The words cry out express absolute and vehement refusal. “I have no remedy.” It is as if you sought healing from someone and he said he had no skill in the art of healing or that the disease was incurable. 


   8. Jerusalem staggers, Judah is falling; their words and deeds are against the LORD, defying his glorious presence. In case it was thought that God is excessively cruel when he punishes people with such severity, the prophet gives a brief explanation of this calamity. The destruction of that ungodly people was righteous because in so many ways they persisted in provoking God. 


  

  He speaks about their destruction as if it had already taken place. It appears that the past may be taken for the future here, as is the case in many other passages. 


  Defying his glorious presence [KJV, to provoke the eyes of his glory]. This expression denotes that they had intentionally resolved to insult God, for those things that are done before our eyes, if they are displeasing to us, are the more offensive. The word glorious also deserves our attention, for it is evidence of extraordinary madness if we have no feeling of reverence when God’s majesty is presented to us. 


  9. The look on their faces testiﬁes against them. The prophet had to deal with impudent hypocrites who boasted that they were good men, and he says that their countenance testiﬁes what kind of people they are. It will not be necessary to bring witnesses from distant lands to prove their wickedness. 


  They parade their sin like Sodom; they do not hide it. They had devoted themselves to iniquity in such a way that they boasted shamelessly of their transgressions. They did this as if it had been honorable to trample on all distinctions between right and wrong. See Genesis 18:20; 19:5. 


  Woe to them! They have brought disaster upon themselves. In other words, “You cannot accuse God, as though he is punishing you unjustly. Acknowledge that it has been done by yourselves. Give glory to a righteous judge, and lay the whole blame on yourselves.” 


  

  

   10. Tell the righteous it will be well with them, for they will enjoy the fruit of their deeds. As such severe punishments often upset pious minds, the prophet reminds them of God’s providence. Even when there is apparent confusion, God never ceases to distinguish between good people and bad. 


  Tell the righteous it will be well with them. This means, “Let every ground of doubt be removed, and let us be fully convinced that the righteous man will excel and prosper.” Since it is difficult to believe this, he adds, for they will enjoy the fruit of their deeds. That is, they will not lose their reward for their good behavior. 


  

   11. Woe to the wicked! Disaster is upon them! They will be paid back for what their hands have done. This clause contrasts with the previous one. From this we infer the prophet’s purpose—namely, to comfort the godly and to frighten the wicked with God’s judgment. When a severe calamity occurs, affecting everyone indiscriminately, we doubt that it comes from God’s providence. Or we may say that the world is governed by blind chance. From this comes the wicked idea that there is no difference between the rewards for the good and for the bad, and as a result of these gloomy thoughts worldly appetites lead many people to despair. 


  

  The prophet shows that God’s judgment is right, so that people will continue to fear God. He therefore invites people to praise God for his justice. It is as if he said, “Do not think that blind chance rules the world, or that God punishes with blind violence and with no regard for justice. You must hold on to the settled principle in your mind that it will be well with the righteous. God will repay them as he has promised and will not disappoint them.” 


  12. Youths oppress my people, women rule over them. O my people, your guides lead you astray; they turn you from the path. The reproach that Isaiah brings against the Jews is that while they obstinately shake off the yoke of God, they are ready to give abject submission to others and will perform any services, no matter how shameful and degrading they are. Isaiah says that their rulers are the cause of evil and that they corrupt everything, since their duty was to correct men and to point out the right way through their own example. 


  13. The LORD takes his place in court; he rises to judge the people. When wickedness reigns, we ask, “Where is God? Isn’t his glory being trampled on?” Isaiah meets this difficulty by saying, “Though the nation is wicked, yet because the rulers themselves are corrupt and even pollute the whole nation with their vices, God sits as judge in heaven and will at length call them to account and give everyone what he deserves.” 


  14. The LORD enters into judgment against the elders and leaders of his people. The rulers think that no one will judge their actions and do not submit to God himself. Since, therefore, they are so unbridled that they never heed any warnings, the prophet summons them to God’s judgment seat. The elders and leaders thought they were free from the restraints of the law because of their position as leaders of his people. But they will be called to account by God. 


  “It is you who have ruined my vineyard.” The metaphor of a vine is very common where a nation, and particularly the nation of Israel, is the subject. “I had planted you like a choice vine of sound and reliable stock. How then did you turn against me into a corrupt, wild vine?” (Jeremiah 2:21). The prophet shows them the extent of their sin. They paid no more attention to the people whom God had loved with special affection than if they had ruled over a pagan nation. 


  The word you is emphatic. Isaiah was addressing the vinedressers themselves who, instead of devoting themselves, as they should have done, to the cultivation of the vine, devoured it like animals. How treacherous they were when they ruined [the] vineyard they should have been protecting! In contrast to this, the Lord shows what great care he takes of his own people, and how warmly he loves them. He not only calls the church his vine, but he says he will not stand for the wickedness of those who rule over it tyrannically. 


  “The plunder from the poor is in your houses.” It is the most wicked act of cruelty to plunder the poor and needy person who cannot defend himself and who should rather have been protected. 


   15. “What do you mean by crushing my people and grinding the faces of the poor?” declares the Lord, the LORD Almighty. Isaiah gives further details of the haughty, cruel, and oppressive way in which the rulers governed. In order to give his reproof the maximum weight, he reminds them that God is speaking through him. 


   16. The LORD says, “The women of Zion are haughty.” This is a warning against the ambition, luxury, and pride of some women. 


  

  “Walking along with outstretched necks.” Isaiah rightly says that pride is the source of evil. He says this is evident from the way in which these women walked. As it is a sign of modesty to look down, so to have excessively high looks is a sign of insolence. 


  “Flirting with their eyes.” This denotes shameless lust, which is often expressed through the eyes. The eyes of chaste women are sedate, not wandering or unsteady. 


  “Tripping along with mincing steps, with ornaments jingling on their ankles.” This is all part of the indecent way in which they expressed their unrestrained immorality. 


  17-23. “Therefore the Lord will bring sores on the heads of the women of Zion; the LORD will make their scalps bald.” In that day the Lord will snatch away their ﬁnery: the bangles and headbands and crescent necklaces, the earrings and bracelets and veils, the headdresses and ankle chains and sashes, the perfume bottles and charms, the signet rings and nose rings, the ﬁne robes and the capes and cloaks, the purses and mirrors, and the linen garments and tiaras and shawls. 


  Since neither gentle advice nor any words can reform them, the Lord will deal with them in a different way. He will not use severe language but will take vengeance, like an army. Since they had shown their obstinacy from head to foot, the Lord will show marks of his vengeance on every part of their body. He begins with the head and then moves on to other parts. 


  I will not explain the meaning of each of their ornaments, since even the best Hebrew scholars cannot identify all of them. It is enough to understand the general purpose of the prophet. He heaps up and enumerates these triﬂes so that their wide variety will reveal the indulgence and evil intentions of these women. 


  24. Instead of fragrance there will be a stench; instead of a sash, a rope; instead of well-dressed hair, baldness; instead of ﬁne clothing, sackcloth; instead of beauty, branding. It is clear that the country described here abounds in aromatic herbs. Isaiah means that ointments and fragrance were abused by them in many ways, for people’s sinful desires are ingenious and can never be satisﬁed. Isaiah introduces a series of contrasts. The women who had previously walked around well-dressed will in the future go around naked and wounded. A sash is contrasted with a rope; instead of having well-dressed hair, they will be bald. In sum, both men and women are instructed to use God’s gifts in a self-disciplined way. This applies to food and clothes and to all their behavior. 


  

   25. Your men will fall by the sword, your warriors in battle. Isaiah describes the punishment that God will bring upon them through wars. It will affect all of the people. 


   26. The gates of Zion will lament and mourn; destitute, she will sit on the ground. We know public meetings took place at the gates. Just as the gates sometimes rejoiced with the citizens of a town, so they are said here to lament and mourn because of the terrible desolation. 


  

  Isaiah compares Jerusalem to a woman (she) who is sad as she mourns because she is a widow. It was normal for mourners to sit on the ground. That nation was in the habit of using ceremonies and outward signs much more than we do. This can all be summed up by saying that the city will have lost her inhabitants. 
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