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MERCY AND JUSTICE PT2  ISAIAH 58 

 

I was talking to someone recently who has set themselves the 

goal of reading through the bible in a year.   From Gen to Rev.     

Where I have typically come undone in this endeavour is 

when I get the prophets,   especially the major prophets like 

Isaiah and Jeremiah.      Normally  written at poetic style.   Not 

as literal.    And it really hard to understand context.      And I 

want to look at a passage form Isiah today.   Isaiah 58.         

Second in our series on justice and mercy. 

Read Is 58.    
Part of the challenge with the book of Isaiah is that is seems to 

be addressing 3 different eras , two beyond Isaiah’s lifetime.     

Ch 1-40  Isaiah’s time 740-700BC   prior to the exile.    

Ch 40-55      If Isaiah wrote this, he is talking of a time in the 

future when  the people of Israel were in exile in Babylon. 

Ch 56-66 seem to be referring to a time when Cyrus had let 

the people return.   These passages seem to be addressing 

both this time of return and well into the future.  This is a 

telescoping of prophesy 

A key theme in Isaiah: servanthood and the kingdom 

Ch 1-40 was  written when Judah was still a nation.   But they 

could see the Assyrians coming who were renown for their 

violence and cruelty.  They were  petrified at what they saw as 

the  nations around them were falling apart.      Isaiah says 

that God would come with his kingdom but not as a warrior.   

He would not come with violence and power. 

Read Ch 9:1-7     Isaiah has this picture of a child  king who will 
be wise and righteous and who will bring a kingdom where no 
one hurts or destroys,.  And there is always reference to justice.  
 

Read Ch 11.    1-4      What is this servant king going to do.      

Give justice to the poor. 

The Second section when they were in exile  focusses on this 

coming servant who we now know as Jesus.    

Read Ch 42.    1-4   Ch 53:4-7   These passages show us the 

God’s solution to the cruelty and oppression and brokenness  

is not more violence but that he would take the cruelty  and 

oppression into himself  and give back love.    This is the 

ultimate power.     He will bring justice and salvation to the 

nations but not with pomp and royalty.     He will submit to 

cruelty and abuse. he will be discouraged and despairing,  and 

he will finally give his life.     He will become the Servant to 

both Israel and the world.       

Read Ch 55:1-2    Here is  an invitation to drink  Why are those 

words familiar?  They are the words of Jesus.      Come to me 

and drink all who are thirsty. (John 7:37) It is an  Invitation  to 

salvation.  

3rd Section of Isaiah  seems to be addressing a time when they 

had returned from exile and were back in the land.  It is 

talking of future.    

Read Chapter 61:1-7  These are the words that Jesus quoted 

at the beginning of his ministry.   (Luke 4.)  He was the 

anointing servant.   He came for the blind, oppressed, poor, 

prisoners.    But then it talks about God’s people.  They will  be 

given a Crown of beauty.  This is Salvation.       They will  be                                                       

great trees of righteousness.    Ie  People who act rightly justly                   

They will rebuild broken cities.  This is about serving.  They will 

be priests  who    intercede on behalf of people and introduce 

people to God.   

Alongside this concept of a servant coming is that God’s 

kingdom will be expanded.      

Read Is 56:3-8   So we in the midst of the  people of Judah 

being exiled,   Isaiah is promising they will return and God’s 

kingdom will be restored and expanded.   This is talking about 

the church.   It will be a place for all.   The disabled and 

foreigners whom the Jews looked down upon  will be part of 

the kingdom and of equal worth.     

So we have this idea of God coming into this world as servant 

and inviting us to be servants in his kingdom which is for all.  

Explaining servanthood;  The word has negative connotations 

for us.     It speaks of menial work or even of slavery.     But 

that is not the  basis of the term used here.   Servanthood 

definitely means taking a lower place and has a sense of 

ownership.   But when God calls someone his servant it does 

not mean someone who does all the work that is below God 

to do.     All the menial tasks.     It means a servant who gladly 

performs an essential service for someone they recognize as 

both greater than them and someone who has saved them.       

The servant is the key agent for the “king” or “master” to 

accomplish his purposes in the world.       To be the king’s 

“servant” is a position of honour.     It is like being part of the 

greatest company in the world whose CEO is the most 

inspiring person you can imagine.    

As God become a servant, to bring justice to the world,     he 

calls Israel and us to that very same role.   

There are many reason why God calls us to justice 

1#.   Every person is made in the image of God.  This is the 

basis on civil rights.   Without this there is no rational for 

justice or mercy.      But all people deserve respect and dignity 

because every person is loved by God and reflects something 

of God. 

2#  All we have is owns by God.  We have stewardship of it but 

not ownership.     All our resources are a gift from God and are 

to be shared.  

But the primary reason that Bible gives for doing justice is  



 

3# the grace of God.       God says to the Israelites.  I took you 

out of poverty, bondage and slavery.    You were outsiders but 

I by my grace redeemed,  you rescued you.       If we have 

grasped this, then we will do justice.   

Timothy Kellor says that he believes many middle class are 

indifferent toward s the poor because they have not fully 

grasped the gospel of grace.     He says many middle class 

don’t see themselves as that sinful and morally bankrupt.  In 

fact they believe that God owes them some things  and should 

bless them for the many good things they have done.      And 

any success they  have is due to their own hard work.    

He says those who grasp the gospel of grace  have recognized 

their spiritual poverty, and so will identify with those in 

material need.    When they see a poor person,  they realize 

they are looking into a mirror.    They realize they can’t say.  

“Just work hard and you will be  right” ,  because they did not 

and could not pull themselves out of spiritual poverty.  They 

realize that  they can’t say. “ I can’t help because you got 

yourself into this mess,”  because God came to us to help us 

even though it was our own fault.    

Our experience of  Grace should make us just.   

And this is God’s displeasure that we read about in Isaiah 58. 

God sees the Israelites fasting.     The only fast commanded by 

law was for the Day of Atonement.    All during the year the 

Israelites were to obey the moral law.    But God knew they 

would never do this perfectly.    Our sins create a barrier 

between us and God.   So once a year the high priest entered 

the sanctuary of the tabernacle and offered  a blood sacrifice  

to bring forgiveness for the sins of the people.    

So the  day of Atonement was based on grace.     This was why 

fasting was an appropriate way to observe this day.    They 

abstained from food, as a way of exhibiting  humility before 

God and showing that they were sinners, saved by grace.     

But God was not happy with their fasting.       They were doing 

it for the wrong reasons.        

They were fasting to please themselves.    That is  they were 

fasting to try to earn God’s  favour thinking, “ If we fast,  then 

God will bless us.”  The reality is that God did want to bless 

them but this came by being in covenant relationship with 

God.     And the evidence they were in a covenant relationship 

with God was  ethical behaviour    

God  says “You humble yourselves by going through the 

motions of penance. “ But what I really require is this.   Work 

to set the oppressed free.   Eat less to give to those who are 

hungry.   Wear less expensive clothes to clothe the naked.   

Stop doing what you please on the sabbath 

The real proof that you believe your sins have been atoned for 

and that you are  walking humbly with God  is how you relate 

to those who are poor.   If you look down on the poor and stay 

aloof from their suffering then you have really understood 

and experienced the grace of God    

So lets try to put this all together   Isaiah paints this picture of  

• A Kingdom where all are embraced 

• A God who is king and passionate about justice 

• A God who comes as a child   servant 

• A God who has freely redeemed us by his grace 
 
So what is our response to Is 58     Challenge to our hearts, 

motivation.  

We can go the church, sing songs,  pray, tithe, read the Bible e  

in order to coax blessings out of God,   who will only given 

them if we show how really devoted we are.       We can be in 

a relationship with God only for what we perceive we will get 

out of it.     We can be outwardly righteous but inwardly our 

hearts have not been changed by the grace of God.       

But when  we realize we cannot earn God’s grace, that we 

have not and cannot earn God’s love,   we want to respond in 

gratitude and love.    Grace changes us.       We serve others 

not because it makes us feel good, but we serve others with 

no return expected.      We mirror the servanthood of God. 

We are called to serve those who are hungry, exploited, 

oppressed, homeless, without clothes.     This is how God has 

chosen to relate to the world.   He came in humility,   suffered 

and died to serve.    And this is to be how we relate to the 

world.   Not by force, demands   but by acts of mercy and 

justice.     Love mercy.  Act Justly.       

 
Download or listen to this message at: 

www.icbc.org.nz 

R E F LE C T I O N  +  D I S C U S S I O N  

 
How do you feel about being a servant?   What are the 

implications? 

Why has the church often not given much focus to the issues 

of justice? 

God was displeased with the fasting of Judah because it did 

not reflect a true heart towards God.  What religious acts 

could we do that hide our true hearts? 

Discuss Kellor’s idea that many middle class are indifferent to 

the poor because they don’t see their own need for grace.   

In what ways can we harden our hearts to the issues of 

justice in NZ? 

Brain storm on how we can work out God’s heart for justice 

both individually and as a church.   What does it look like in 

practical terms?   

How might we be rebuilders of broken cities in our every day 

jobs?   

 

http://www.icbc.org.nz/

