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Sir William Robertson Nicoll CH (October 10, 1851 - May 4, 1923) was a Scottish Free Church minister, journalist, editor, and man of letters.

Nicoll was born in Lumsden, Aberdeenshire, the son of a Free Church minister. He was educated at Aberdeen Grammar School and graduated MA at the University of Aberdeen in 1870, and studied for the ministry at the Free Church Divinity Hall there until 1874, when he was ordained minister of the Free Church at Dufftown, Banffshire. Three years later he moved to Kelso, and in 1884 became editor of The Expositor for Hodder & Stoughton, a position he held until his death.

In 1885 Nicoll was forced to retire from pastoral ministry after an attack of typhoid had badly damaged his lung. In 1886 he moved south to London, which became the base for the rest of his life. With the support of Hodder and Stoughton he founded the British Weekly, a Nonconformist newspaper, which also gained great influence over opinion in the churches in Scotland.

Nicoll secured many writers of exceptional talent for his paper (including Marcus Dods, J. M. Barrie, Ian Maclaren, Alexander Whyte, Alexander Maclaren, and James Denney), to which he added his own considerable talents as a contributor. He began a highly popular feature, "Correspondence of Claudius Clear", which enabled him to share his interests and his reading with his readers. He was also the founding editor of The Bookman from 1891, and acted as chief literary adviser to the publishing firm of Hodder & Stoughton.

Among his other enterprises were The Expositor's Bible and The Theological Educator. He edited The Expositor's Greek Testament (from 1897), and a series of Contemporary Writers (from 1894), and of Literary Lives (from 1904).

He projected but never wrote a history of The Victorian Era in English Literature, and edited, with T. J. Wise, two volumes of Literary Anecdotes of the Nineteenth Century. He was knighted in 1909, ostensibly for his literrary work, but in reality probably more for his long-term support for the Liberal Party. He was appointed to the Order of the Companions of Honour (CH) in the 1921 Birthday Honours.
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The Duty of Thanksgiving

Isaiah 1:2-3
As a statesman and a patriot, Isaiah ranks among the foremost of the prophets, and to understand as much as we can of the few words of our text it will be well, perhaps, for us to try to see what the state of affairs was at the time of their utterance. For some veal"s things had been improving, and some of the kings of Judah had made reformation of a kind, but at such a time as that of prosperity a nation is frequently called upon to make its choice either for better or worse. What do we find? A very dark future which Isaiah draws of the decline of men and morals. At a period when everything outwardly looked so prosperous, we are told that although people flocked to God"s house, penitents were few, the strong oppressed the weak, there was no heart whatever in the nation"s religion, drunkenness had increased to the extent of almost a national sin, and matters seemed about as bad as they could be. And what brought about such a state of thing as this? I think the words in our text give us a very fair idea—ingratitude, base ingratitude, ingratitude in its worst form, so that the very brute creation is held up to the people almost as an example. "I have nourished and brought up children, and they have rebelled against Me." How much these few words mean! Those who have brought up children in the fear and nurture of the Lord have borne with them in all their childish troubles, helped them to say their prayers, formed and fashioned their characters as well as they could, taught them to be God-fearing and honest citizens, will best understand them. What had God"s people done for it all? "They have rebelled against Me." How many instances we find as we trace through the earlier books of the Bible of the ingratitude of these people! We are almost astounded sometimes as we read of it all! God cared for them all through, but ingratitude seems to have been one of the principal sins of their lives. They rebelled against God. "Israel doth not know, My people doth not consider."

I. We, too, have been nourished and brought up by God; we, too, have been ungrateful. It is so easy for us to turn over these pages and say: "I can see just where the fault was in that nation, that person". We do not, however, think of ourselves, of the way in which we are ungrateful to God.

Let us look at just a few facts in our everyday life. If my heart were to stop beating but for a few seconds I should drop lifeless. Who am I that this should not happen? I see an ambulance coming round, some poor person being hurried to the nearest hospital. He has met with some horrid accident or other. Who has preserved me? I see people all round me suffering from disease, and so on, infirmities, bad health. Who has given me health? Then, perhaps, some of us have to be thankful to God that we are in a good situation. We can look round and find so many out of employment because circumstances are against them. We most of us have energy and strength for our daily work. How many thousands in this land of ours have to bemoan shattered health! It is not laziness; their hearts would be in their work, if they might do it, but it has pleased God to afflict them. Then, we most of us have happy homes. We can look round and see others whose homes are very far from happiness indeed. We all of us, even the poorest, enjoy some of God"s gifts. Who are we that God should not take them away from us and give them to some one else, perhaps more deserving of them? We beg of God the first time we want anything. We are always asking for something or other, but how many of us think of thanking God for all He has done for us? We most of us have a great many blessings indeed. God has again and again answered our prayers.

II. Has our thanksgiving been in proportion to our asking and craving? I think that many times it has not. How many of us think of giving God a little service of praise apart from the public services of the Church? There are many ways, for instance, the Te Deum gone through now and again, one of those joyful Psalm we come across, a hymn or two out of our book which is so full of them. I am afraid that what was true of those Israelites is true of us. We do not think, we do not consider. We are not ungrateful to our fellow-creatures. As a rule, when any one does us a good turn and is kind to us, most of us would be willing to go even out of our way to do something in return. None of us likes to be thought ungrateful, but our behaviour towards God, our Father, the God Who loves us, Who has preserved us from harm, danger, accident, illness, or loss, is nothing less. We are so in the habit of taking God"s gifts as a matter of course that we fail in our duty of rendering Him the thanks which are His due. God has showered blessings upon us, even more than we have asked for, and we have not been thankful for them. It is a thing that we can remedy. It only wants a little thought, a little consideration. If we would think, if we would consider, it might all be remedied, and our hearts take their part in the worship of thanksgiving which is God"s due.
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The Sum Total of Life (Advent Sunday)

Isaiah 1:16-17
I. Our life, so far as its spiritual side is concerned, falls into two great divisions. There must be the negative work of repentance; the giving up of habits of sin, the resisting of temptation, all of which falls under the clause Cease to do evil. And this Isaiah , of course, of the greatest importance, for without it we can make no progress whatever.

In building a house, the most important thing is a good foundation. If there be a flaw there, the house will never be safe. Some few years ago one of the towers of a great cathedral began to settle and to show signs of falling. On examining the foundation it was discovered that it rested upon a stone coffin which had collapsed and thus caused the settlement of the tower.

The first clause of our text requires, not merely that we should cease to do evil, but that we should repent of the evil which we have done.

There is only one Fountain in which we can wash and be clean, the precious Blood of Jesus Christ.

II. Learn to do well. God did not create you and give you all the great talents you possess that you might do no harm, but that you might be of some use in the world. No one ever made any instrument merely that it might do no harm, but that it might accomplish the purpose for which it was made; and if it is useless, it is generally destroyed because it is useless. In all our Lord"s parables of judgment there is not one which speaks of a soul being lost by positive sin. The cause of its loss is always the neglect of opportunity to work.

Then, too, we have to form habits of virtue. And habits are only formed gradually, whether they be good or bad habits. Take the habit of prayer. What is prayer? It is the language in which the soul speaks to God. It takes time and labour to learn a new language. If you were to devote an hour a day for two or three years, with real concentration of mind, to your prayers, how wonderful would be the result! You would acquire the habit of prayer. And prayer would transform your whole life; you would "cease to do evil"; you would "learn to do well".

—A. G. Mortimer, The Church"s Lessons for the Christian Year, part i. p1.

References.—I:16-19.—V. S. S. Coles, Advent Meditations on Isaiah I-XII. p10. J. Keble, Sermons for Advent to Christmas Eve, pp424 , 435 , 446.

Prophets of Righteousness

Isaiah 1:18
So the greatest of the Hebrew prophets addresses his compatriots at the beginning of his prophecy. The prophet"s call is to a reasonable consideration of the message he brings, and he was one of a group, or succession of men, who might fairly be described as perhaps the greatest teachers of political righteousness whom the world has ever seen, teachers who sprang out of the heart of the people, who represent in their turn every section of it Isaiah himself, if we are to believe tradition, was a man of high social rank, a member of the governing class, and of the royal house. His colleague, or brother prophet, or forerunner might be, like Micah , a man of the people, or, like Amos , a herdsman and a gatherer of sycamore fruit. Thus they represent every class, and they stood before their contemporaries, before kings, or nobles, or common people, before all alike, speaking the words of Divine inspiration and conviction. Their mission was simply to hold aloft, without fear of consequences and without thought of personal interest, the ideal national life of a God-fearing people. They were seldom popular. Yet these national and political idealists were the men who made Israel truly great, and such men are always needed, because if their moral idealism fails in any nation, or at any period, the higher life of that people stagnates or decays.

I. What is it that, humanly speaking, gave the Jews their Unique Place among the Nations and differentiated them so remarkably from any other Oriental people, indeed, which has sent them floating down the tide of history surviving every storm? Was it not the sense, growing and deepening out of every generation, of their being a people called of God to work out His purposes and His righteousness? And the men who kept alive and transmitted this sense of a high calling with its inspiration to personal duty from age to age were these men, of various types and of every rank of life, whom John Stuart Mill described as "the inestimably precious unorganized institution, the order, if it might so be termed, the order of the prophets". Accordingly, as he reminds us, the Jews, instead of becoming stationary like other Asiatics, were, next to the Greeks, the most progressive people of antiquity, and, jointly with them, have been the starting-point and the main propelling agency of modern cultivation. It is therefore, assuredly, a matter of some regret that we have given, most of us, so little serious attention to these prophets, and have done so little to cultivate the true prophetic spirit, either in our reading of our Bibles for personal instruction or guidance, or in our teaching of our young men for their inspiration and citizenship, or in the training of our clergy for their calling, or yet again that we have thought so little about applying the spirit of these national teachers to the conduct of our own national affairs. To this neglect may fairly be attributed, in some degree at any rate, some of the most glaring inconsistencies of our national Christian life.

II. Why was it that Isaiah cried so vehemently, "Come, let us reason together"? It was not because the people around him were irreligious people. It was because of the contradiction and inconsistencies of their professedly religious life. The mission of the Prophet was to sweep out of the life of these people these contradictions between religious profession and habitual practice. The Hebrew prophet is above all things the preacher of reality in personal religion, of consistency in personal conduct, and of righteousness pervading every department of national life.

III. Looking at the Life of our Time, one of the greatest of our English philosophers of the last generation has said of us that we seem to have two religions—one for Sunday observance and Sunday worship, and the other for the market or the Stock Exchange, for the city or for Parliament, or for international or diplomatic use; in other words, for all our various and varying standards of social or political conduct. On Sundays our talk is all of brotherhood, our allegiance to Jesus, the Revealer of the one Fatherhood, the Prince of Peace, and to the virtues which He preached, virtues of Christian charity and good service. On other days, in all the various fields of man"s activity, the accepted Gospel seems rather to be a gospel of pride and power, of perpetual antagonism and rivalry, of destruction, or jealousy between classes and nations alike. Dare we say, as we look around us, that this modern philosopher was mistaken in his estimate? Amongst the strangely inconsistent and contradictory phenomena of our complex Christian society, contradictions and inconsistencies seem, indeed, to meet the most thoughtful observer at almost every turn. In almost every country of Europe men"s profession, both individual and national, is the religion of Christ, and that profession, as our Baptismal Service continually reminds us, is to be following the example of His Spirit, and to be made like unto Him. But in many departments of our Christian life—say, for instance, in some of our own political and national, and in almost all international, affairs—we hardly ever hear of an appeal to Christian obligation. A: such a time, and amid so many dangerous entanglements, we need, above all things, political leaders in every country endued in some degree with the illuminating and strengthening inspiration of these Hebrew prophets, those prophets of national righteousness, to purify the air of national and international relationships; to bid us remember that in our public as in our private affairs our duty is to take care that our rules of conduct be in accord with the Gospel of Christ.
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Redemption By Judgment (Advent)

Isaiah 1:27
I. These prophecies of Isaiah are excellent lessons for us when we are passing through the season of Advent. Advent contains the promise of approaching Christinas, in other words, the promise of the coming of the Prince of Peace. But Advent also is the season which speaks to us of Christ the Judges , who is now and always weighing all our doings in the balance and executing vengeance, swift or slow, upon those who are found wanting; and who will one day appear again to judge the whole world.

And here Isaiah comes in to help us. He shows us the kind of preparation which we need for meeting the coming of the Lord, because his prophecies themselves contain the preparation by which God sought to turn the hearts of the Jews in his days.

II. If we take Isaiah"s account of his own people and apply it to ourselves, it is no great wonder if we are unwilling to confess any likeness.

Twenty-six hundred years have not availed to make impossible just such miseries as fell on the countrymen of Isaiah. The sword, the famine, and the pestilence have not yet vanished from the earth or lost their power to slay. I do not say these things to frighten you. What ought really to frighten us is the sin which we cherish and indulge in our own selves. Where that Isaiah , then we know there must be judgment; if not by the sword or famine or pestilence, then in some other way. This was the message which Isaiah had to bear to his people; and most surely it has not grown stale and out of date since then.

III. When we receive the message, we call it hard and cruel: we complain that God will not let us alone: we ask what has become of His much talked-of love. It is not hard and cruel: God will not let us alone, just because His name is Love. We by our perverseness have made it impossible to bring us back to our own heavenly home by any dealings less severe: therefore God will not shrink from using them, for all our fretful cries. He knows what we so easily forget, that there is no peace for us but in Him. And so the darkest day of judgment has always a yet brighter day shining beyond. Through Advent we rise to Christmas. But Christmas will bring no blessing to those who have thought Advent to be only a curse.

—F. J. A. Hort, Village Sermons (2Series), p1.
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Verses 1-22
Spiritual Transformation

Isaiah 2:4
Wherever Jesus reigns, this is one of the fruits of His sovereignty. The sword is converted into a ploughshare, and the spear into a pruning-hook. The sword is not destroyed. It is transformed.

I. This is the method of Jesus. When I enter the Kingdom of God, and become a member of the pledged and aspiring host, I pass under the active and liberal influence of grace. I bring with me all the powers which I have been exercising in the ways of the world. I bring with me this or that faculty, possessed of so much power. How does the work of grace operate upon me? Does the great King denude me of my powers, and do I remain in the world emasculated, with the compass of my being diminished, and the totality of my energies decreased? Jesus Christ our Lord never diminishes our power. Whatever powers I bring to Him I retain, only I retain them converted and glorified. He takes my swords, and He hands them back to me as ploughshares. He takes my spears, and returns them as pruninghooks.

II. How does the good Lord find us? He finds us with plenty of force in our beings, but it is a force perverted, and, therefore, destructive force. That is how the Lord found Zacchus. Zacchus was not a weakling. His force of character was abundant. He was shrewd, cute, enterprising, firm, decisive. He had force enough, but it was the force of a sword, and was being used in self-destruction. When the Lord laid hold of Zacchus, He did not destroy his shrewdness and despoil him of his foresight and enterprise. The redeemed Zacchus was just as shrewd as the unredeemed Zacchus, but the shrewdness had been transformed. It was no longer a poisoned sword; it had become a ploughshare used in the general welfare of the race.

III. Redemption does not mean power maimed or power abolished. Redemption means conversion, transformation. Converted force is force with the destructive element extracted, the sword changed into the ploughshare and the spear into the pruning-hook.

—J. H. Jowett, Meditations for Quiet Moments, p94.

Isaiah 2:4
"I believe," said John Bright at Edinburgh in1853 , "that we shall see, and at no very distant time, sound economic principles spreading much more widely amongst the people; a sense of justice growing up in a soil which hitherto has been deemed unfruitful; and, which will be better than all—the churches of the United Kingdom—the churches of Britain awaking, as it were, from their slumbers, and girding up their loins to more glorious work, when they shall not only accept and believe in the prophecy, but labour earnestly for its fulfilment, that there shall come a time—a blessed time—which shall last for ever, "when nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more"."

Isaiah 2:4
I cannot utter to you what I would in this matter; we all see too dimly, as yet, what our great world duties are, to allow any of us to try to outline their enlarging shadows.... Reflect that their peace was not won for you by your own hands; but by theirs who long ago jeoparded their lives for you, their children; and remember that neither this inherited peace, not any other, can be kept, but through the same jeopardy. No peace was ever won from Fate by subterfuge or agreement; no peace is ever in store for any of us, but that which we shall win by victory over shame or sin;—victory over the sin that oppresses, as well as over that which corrupts. For many a year to come, the sword of every righteous nation must be whetted to save or to subdue; nor will it be by patience of other"s suffering, but by the offering of your own, that you will ever draw nearer to the time when the great change shall pass upon the iron of the earth;—when men shall beat their swords into ploughshares, and their spears into pruninghooks; neither shall they learn war any more.

—Ruskin, The Two Paths, §§ 195-96.
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The Light of the Lord

Isaiah 2:5
A vision, great and splendid, had passed before the Prophet"s mind. Jerusalem, lying low amidst the hills, and overshadowed by the mountains of Moab, became exalted above them all, and towered in grandeur towards the skies. Thus exalted, she is a sign and centre to the nations, and along the highways and up the slopes are seen marching, not the tribes of Israel only, but also the peoples of the world, who are hastening to seek instruction from the God of Israel, and to submit themselves to Him as supreme Arbitrator and Ruler. Under His universal sovereignty divisions are healed, and strife ceases, and peace covers the world. The weapons of war are no longer needed, and are applied to peaceful uses. As the glorious scene unfolds itself, God"s kingdom, supreme and universal, the nations gathered into it, the Prophet turns to his countrymen to whom God"s kingdom had first appeared, and cries, as he points to the coming glory: "O house of Jacob, come ye, and let us walk in the light of the Lord". The earthly Jerusalem was the type of a higher power, the sign of a greater kingdom to be set up in the world. The vision is a picture and prediction of the triumph of Christianity.

I. Come "Ye".—The true method of extending Christianity is found in our personal submission to its sway. If we would contribute to its spread and share in its triumph we must begin with ourselves. Here lies the simple path of duty for every man who believes in Christianity, and sees in it the hope of his race.

Christianity ruling in the world is a more pleasant subject to men than Christianity ruling in the sphere of one"s own nature and life. The Prophet"s countrymen were quite willing that the kingdom of God should be supreme over men, and gloried in the prospect, but were most unwilling that it should be supreme over themselves. Christianity, giving peace to the world and bringing in the happy time when "the lion shall lie down with the lamb," is exulted in by many who have no idea of its power on themselves, subduing evil tempers, silencing angry words, and making their lives bright with tenderness and compassion.

Practical Christianity is described as "walking in the light of the Lord". Christ must become to us the law of our lives. (1) Life must have constant reference to His stupendous sacrifice. (2) Life must be ruled and directed by the example of Christ. (3) Life must be ennobled and sustained by the fellowship of Christ. "If we walk in the light, as He is in the light, we have fellowship one with another."

II. Christianity and Humanity.—The motive to practical Christianity is found in the blessedness for man of universal Christianity. The appeal is inspired by the glory and peace and blessedness the world shall know when it has become the kingdom of God"s Son. Therefore, if we are vexed and moved by the woes and evils that oppress humanity, let us ally ourselves with that mighty and beneficent power which shall bring them to an end. If we sigh for the golden age of peace and brotherhood, let us yield ourselves to the sway of Christ"s Gospel of love. This is the test of our sincerity. Christianity is all that humanity needs for its true happiness.

III. Christianity as it shall be.—Christianity must be considered in its real and inherent tendencies, and in its ultimate condition, not in its present aspects. We must encourage ourselves, and refute the objections of men, by Christianity in its own nature and purpose, and as it shall be when its triumph is won, and not as it now Isaiah , mixed up with the superstitions, the mistakes, the weaknesses, the sins of men. The stately edifice must be judged, if we would know its real character, not while the building is going on, with the scaffolding standing, and heaps of rubbish lying around; with the shouts of the workmen, the noise of the tools; with losses and injuries caused at times by the errors of the builders and by the storms that come; we must look at it and measure it by the design of the great Architect, by its completed proportions, as we have them in the Word of God.

IV. The Importance of Practical Piety.—(1) It is free from any element of doubt and uncertainty. Many objections are taken to Christianity. Men are disputing and wrangling over its doctrines, its modes of worship, its history, and other matters belonging to it. To plunge into controversy cannot but bring unrest to the soul. Concerning practical godliness there can be no dispute. We cannot be wrong in "doing justly, loving mercy, and walking humbly with our God". (2) It is the mightiest and surest method of extending Christianity. The glory of the latter days shall shine upon the world, not as the. doctrines of Christianity become more accurately formulated, not as its ecclesiastical system becomes perfected, but as its transforming power, purifying the hearts and lives of men, becomes more widely felt and seen. "O house of Jacob, come ye, and let us walk in the light of the Lord."
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Verses 1-30
The Return to Christ"s Love (Good Friday)

Isaiah 5:3-4
Consider the return made to that love of our Redeemer; the return made by the multitudes—the return made by His enemies—the return made by His special and familiar friends, and, lastly, the return made by the world which He has redeemed.

I. What was the Return Made by the Multitudes?—the multitudes who had seen His mighty works, who had been for the time so struck and impressed by His words. When they saw Him in the hands of His enemies they changed their minds about Him, and were ready to believe those who told them that He was a false Prophet and an impostor. It was they—these foolish, thoughtless, ungrateful multitudes—who were made the instruments of His Crucifixion.

II. What was the Return Made by His Enemies for that sincere and unfeigned love that sought to open their eyes, and hold them back from the wickedness on which they were bent—that love which, if it could not alarm their consciences by the awful vision of the truth which it had disclosed to them, was yet ready to forgive them, ready to die for them? From these there was only one return to be expected. For the truth which He had told them they paid Him back with a double and intenser hatred. For the way in which He had proved His own innocence, and goodness, and Wisdom of Solomon , against their plausible and ensnaring attempts to find it at fault, they resolved all the more that the holier and more unblameable He appeared, the more obstinately would they refuse to acknowledge Him, the more certainly should He perish.

III. But what Return for His Love was Made by those Friends on whom He had lavished the treasures of a love and tenderness without example? Where were they, and what were they doing, when the hour came to try their faithfulness, their constancy, their promises of standing by Him to the last? "Then all the disciples forsook Him, and fled." At the first approach of danger all their brave speeches were forgotten. All the great things which they would dare in His company, and for His sake, shrink into selfishness and panic fright. In the Apostles we but see the reflection of our own doings towards our Master.

IV. How has the World Repaid the Love by which it was Redeemed?—It has bowed before Him. It has accepted His Gospel. It has made His Cross the most honourable of its emblems and badges, and placed it, sparkling with jewels, on the crowns of kings. But was this outward earthly honour what Christ sought in return for His love to men? What He suffered for was to make men better. And how has the world learnt the lesson? Is the face of it changed since His coming? Have those multitudes, for whom He died, left off their sins? Think of that dreadful truth, the wickedness of the world: think of the hardness and boldness of the bad, the weakness and imperfection of the good. And, according as we are able to take in the vastness and depth of the fact itself, we shall be able to measure the return which mankind has made to that infinite love of Christ, which stooped from heaven as low as to shame and death, to raise up the souls of His creatures from their self-chosen misery and sin.

V. What Return are we, Personally, Making to our Redeemer"s Love?—We know the only return He cares for—a life which helps, so far as it goes, to make this world really His kingdom—a life which follows Him, trying to reproduce in its own course some shadow of His love, His tenderness, His godliness, His humility, His mercy, His hatred of sin, His courage for the truth—a life in which He lives again in the souls of His servants and followers—a life in which the Cross is set up, for our pride, our unkindness, our selfishness, to be nailed to—a life in which we are neither ashamed, nor afraid, to have our portion, to risk our all, with Christ.

—R. W. Church, Village Sermons (2Series), p122.

Reference.—V:3 , 4.—R. Waddy Moss, The Discipline of the Soul, p105.

Wild Flowers—The Thyme and the Daisy

Isaiah 5:4
The one, scented as with incense—medicinal—and in all gentle and humble ways, useful. The other, scentless—helpless for ministry to the body; infinitely dear as the bringer of light, ruby, white, and gold; the three colours of the Day, with no hue of shade in it.... Now in these two families you have typically Use opposed to Beauty in wildness; it is their wildness which is their virtue;—that the thyme is sweet where it is unthought of, and the daisies red, where the foot despises them; while, in other orders, wildness is their crime,—"Wherefore, when I looked that it should bring forth grapes, brought it forth wild grapes?" But in all of them you must distinguish between the pure wildness of flowers and their distress. It may not be our duty to tame them; but it must be, to relieve.

—Ruskin, Proserpina, ch. vii, §§ 1 , 3.

References.—V:8.—D. Graham, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxx1906 , p135. H. R. Heywood, Sermons and Addresses, p163. V:8-24.—V. S. S. Coles, Advent Meditations on Isaiah I-XII. p39. V:8-30.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah I-XLVIII. p13. V:18.—Spur-geon, Sermons, vol. xxxi. No1821. H. J. Wilmot-Buxton, Sunday Lessons for Daily Life, p12. W. W. Battersball, Interpretations of Life and Religion, p155. V:18 , 19.—H. Hensley Henson, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lviii1900 , p394.

Perversions of Conscience

Isaiah 5:20
I. We are all liable to call evil good, and good evil. Not intentionally, of course, but from ignorance. A pure and enlightened conscience is indeed a moral instrument of extraordinary delicacy and precision. It is an open window which transmits the very light of God Himself. In the very act of obeying that light we are brought nearer to Him whom conscience reveals to us as the All Holy and the All Pure. But all men"s consciences are not pure and enlightened. In every one of us the moral sense needs to be educated before it can reflect with any accuracy the holy law of God.

Jesus, the Saviour of the world, "came to His own, and His own received Him not". The men among whom He went about doing good, called His good evil, and loved their own darkness better than His God-given light.

II. What, then, is the lesson from it?

The moral of Christ"s rejection by the Jews is not that conscience was dead in them. On the contrary, conscience was alive, it was active, energetic, but its judgments were strangely perverted by prejudice and party spirit. Even though we may demur to the commonly received notion that it was our sin that nailed Christ to the cross, it was certainly the sin of human beings like ourselves—a sin of which average human nature is not incapable. The obstinate blindness, the furious animosity of those Jews of old, are among the mainsprings of action which the average man among us recognizes in the world around him, and finds slumbering in the depths of his own heart.

Does not our own experience teach us how hard it is to do even common justice to those who do not adopt our shibboleths, and whose teaching and action we think to be mischievous? So inextricable is the moral confusion that sets in when men once let their passions and their prejudices decide for them, instead of that dry light of conscience which judges men and things according to the eternal standards of heavenly truth. Considerations of this kind should help us to appreciate and to account for the atrocious calumnies that were levelled at our Lord by the Jewish authorities of His day.

III. There is truth of a certain sort in the most malignant caricature. Malice, as a rule, does not invent; it finds it easier to distort and to pervert some recognizable features of the person whom it is desirable to write down. Hence it was that the libels upon Jesus found a certain currency, and they were even adopted by men who ought to have known better, had not the light that was in them been obscured by darkness. For when His enemies taxed Jesus with being a Sabbath-breaker, when they called Him a gluttonous man and a wine-bibber, the friend of publicans and sinners; when they accused Him of deceiving the people; when they taunted Him with being a Samaritan, these were not so much malignant lies as slanders, in the sense in which moral caricatures are always slanders.

As taunts those words died eighteen hundred years ago. But as a deep moral lesson, and as a striking illustration of the blinding, perverting power of hatred and prejudice, they are alive, and they speak to us this very day.

—J. W. Shepard, Light and Life, p38.

References.—V:20.—J. Addison Alexander, The Gospel of Jesus Christ, p668. VI.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxxix. No2304. A. B. Davidson, The Called of God, p187.

06 Chapter 6 

Verses 1-13
Redeeming Vision

Isaiah 6:1
In all life"s necessary contact and inevitable contest with reality, nothing is more needed than the uplifted eye with its power of vision, which is the power of purity. To see "also the Lord" is alike the secret of steadfastness and the guarantee of that knowledge in the midst of perplexity, which alone liberates from fretful anxiety and unbelief, and leads to right choice and wise action.

I. In connexion with duty, how indispensable is the sight of the ever-present Lord. The supremacy of duty is one of the insistent facts of life. Its calls are clamant and will not be denied, and its claims are often tyrannous. As the sunlight falling upon common objects gilds them with a beauty not their own, so the knowledge of God"s purpose transmutes the base metal of an ordinary life into the gold of His glory and transforms duty into delight. For to see Him thus as the Lord of all duty is to see Him also as the Lord of all power. He has appointed you. He is hence committed to the responsibility of equipping you with strength both to endure and to do.

II. Again, with regard to the discipline by which alone any one can be made holy, we need to see "also the Lord". Otherwise the providences by which Hebrews -seeks to teach and bless us will be misinterpreted, and we shall lose their value. The cup of bitterness is only acceptable when we know that it is "the cup which my Father hath given me to drink". To sea Him as the Lord of love and Wisdom of Solomon , and to know that "He doth not willingly afflict the children of men," will alone serve to interpret His doings to the stricken heart and give "songs in the night".

III. In our joys, too, we need to see "also the Lord," or we are almost certain to be led astray by means of them into mere selfishness. All that is bright and beautiful in the world is one"s to use and to enjoy, and its withdrawal is only made necessary when absorption in the gift disturbs our relationship with the Giver.

IV. The same need of seeing "also the Lord" is obvious also in the realm of our desires. What a gulf there often is between our intentions and our attainments. The desire for holy living may possess us while the power for its realization is lacking, and consequently action is paralysed. He Who works in you "to will" also works in you "to do" of His good pleasure, and your desires are hence not weights but wings.

—J. Stuart Holden, Redeeming Vision, p1.

Isaiah"s Vision

Isaiah 6:1
There was a political crisis in Israel at this time—After years of privacy and suffering King Uzziah died of leprosy, and a royal funeral had just taken place. Jotham, his Song of Solomon , was elevated at once from the regency to the throne, and swayed his sceptre over the temporal destinies of Israel. It was at this juncture that the magnificent vision described in this morning"s lesson was vouchsafed to the Prophet. The design of it was that the Prophet should reveal it to the people.

I. The Vision.—There are three things about the vision which passed before the Prophet that we may well ponder.

1. It transpired in the temple. Isaiah knew that, according to His covenant pledge, God would be there to meet him at this critical period. Nor was he disappointed. As he stood by the altar, and poured out his full soul, he heard the Divine voice, and his cares were at once removed. "It is good to draw nigh unto God at all times," but especially when the shadow of a great trial clouds the soul; for then God not only scatters the darkness, but causes the sunshine to come in its stead. Yet anxious souls are sometimes exceedingly reluctant to go in their sorrow to the temple, to meet and talk with God concerning it.

2. It revealed the Lord. As the Prophet remained by the altar—only a mortal and sinful man—the veil of the Holy of holies was drawn aside, and he beheld a throne of burning splendour, the seat of authority, from which the laws of the universe issued and its interests were administered. It was "high and lifted up," indicating its pre-eminency over all other thrones. And on it "the Lord" was seated in calm, sublime majesty, as a monarch to govern and a judge to condemn or approve. His retinue was great and glorious, consisting of all ranks of celestials—seraphim, and other holy and happy spirits. And "His train" corresponded with His throne and attendants. Whatever its textures, the robe was of unsullied purity and dazzling effulgence, such as became the perfection and dignity of the wearer. But who was He? Jesus—the Second Person of the adorable Trinity (St. John 12:41).

3. It inspired the angels. As they flew and clustered round the throne, and saw, with the Prophet, the glory of the Lord of the throne, they rendered befitting homage to Him; they covered their faces with their wings in adoring reverence, and seraph responded antiphonally to seraph—"Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of His glory!" Thus rapturously they sang, until the whole temple was one mighty wave of harmonious praise, and its pillars trembled with the sound of their voices. More "the house was filled with smoke"—the symbol and proof that Jehovah-Jesus was there. Such worship is in the temple above the stars ( Revelation 4); and in this we hope one long and blissful day to take our part ( 1 Peter 1:3-5; Revelation 7:9-17).

II. Its Effect on the Prophet.—1. He was overwhelmed with fear. No wonder: like as Moses did, he was looking on God. Such fear was natural. It was like that which Moses felt; but we ought never to feel it ( Hebrews 12:18-24).

2. He was conscious of defilement. The splendour and excellency around the Prophet led him to introspect himself, and as he beheld the awful contrast between his inner self and that outer glory he exclaimed, "Woe is me! for I am undone, because I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for mine eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts". The lip of the seraphic choristers were clean, because their hearts were clean; and Isaiah felt that he and Israel needed lips and hearts pure as theirs before he and they could praise God as He was then being praised. So he despaired; and yet his very despair, arising from an overwhelming sense of his own and his people"s defilement, showed that he had a God-enlightened mind ( 1 Corinthians 2:9-10).

3. He was restored to purity. For a little while he was "in heaviness," until, indeed, one of the seraphim took a live coal with his sacred tongs from off the altar, and laid it on the lips which had confessed their uncleanness, and, as God"s representative, said unto him, "Lo! this hath touched thy lips, and thine iniquity is taken away, and thy sin purged". That moment salvation was his, and heaven too! So now: no sooner is the precious Blood of Jesus brought by the Holy Spirit into touch with the soul of the penitent believer than all its defilement is cleansed, and it becomes whiter than snow.

References.—VI:1.—J. E. Macfadyen, The City with Foundations, p107; J. H. Jowett, Meditations for Quiet Moments, p125; see also Christian World Pulpit, vol. xxxvii1890 , p81. J. E. Roberts, Studies in the Lord"s Prayer, p47. C. H. Wright, The Unrecognized Christ, p167. A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p24.—VI:1-3.—Hugh Price Hughes, Essential Christianity, p217. W. H. Hutchings, Sermon-Sketches, p156. R. C. Trench, Sermons New and Old, p98. W. J. Hocking, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xliv1893 , p86. VI:1-7.—W. M. Punshon, Isaiah"s Vision, p527. W. Baxendale, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xxxviii1890 , p187. V. S. S. Coles, Advent Meditations on Isaiah I-XII. p43.

The Discipline of Awe

Isaiah 6:1-8
We cannot contemplate the spectacle which Isaiah describes—if we deal truly with ourselves—without feeling our eyes grow dazzled and our hearts tremble But the description is given to us for this very purpose. We all need the discipline, the inspiration of awe. Wonder—this fear of the Lord—is always the beginning of wisdom. And we specially need the discipline, the inspiration now.

I. There Isaiah , I think, great danger lest the realism, the externality, the earthliness which have spread over modern life and thought should dominate our religion. We are tempted to treat Divine things with a strange familiarity, to use human modes of conception and feeling and representation not only as provisional helps towards the formation of spiritual ideas, as we must, but as the measures of them. We draw sharp outlines which can have no existence in the brightness which is about the throne. So it comes to pass that symbols, outward Acts , formulas, the Holy Sacraments themselves in many cases, tend to confine and narrow the devotion which they were designed to elevate and enlarge. But we cannot rest with impunity in that which is of this world. So to rest is to lose the highest. To pierce through the outward is to find a new world. Isaiah felt this when the eyes of his heart were opened. The whole aspect of the temple service, august as it was, was changed for him. When the veil was withdrawn, he saw not what he looked for—the Ark and the carved cherubim, and the luminous cloud—but the Lord in His kingly state, and angels standing with outstretched wings ready to serve, and the earth full of His glory as an illimitable background to the marvellous scene. Something like this it is which we must strain the eyes of our heart to see, and having seen to interpret to our people. For the Incarnation, which is our message, has made the prophetic vision permanent.

II. No one of us would question in words our Lord"s immutable Deity. No one would question that He came to us in the Father"s name, to reveal the Father to us. Yet is it not true that we are tempted to substitute Him for the Father to whose presence He leads us? Is it not true that our faith in consequence is in peril of becoming unmanly, sentimental, fantastic, unbraced by the generous discipline of reverence, un-purified by the spiritual fire of awe? Such questions cannot be answered hastily. But at least they may lead us to try ourselves. Let us cling, cling to the last, to the true humanity of our Saviour and our Advocate, but let us follow Him in reverence where He Isaiah , follow Him to the glory which He had before the world began, follow Him to the throne of the Father, His Father and our Father. So will a holy fear—the most elevating of all emotions—mingle with adoration as we bow ourselves before the One only God, seen, as Isaiah saw Him, in His glorious majesty.

—B. F. Westcott, Peterborough Sermons, p267.

References.—VI:1-8.—R. J. Campbell, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxiii1903 , p273. R. S. Candlish, Sermons, p86. A. B. Webb, Principles of Missions, S.P.C. Tracts, 1897-1904. VI:1-13.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p18. VI:2.—Ibid. p29. VI:3.—S. R. Driver, Sermons on Subjects Connected with the Old Testament, p28; see also The Anglican Pulpit of Today, p456. A. G. Mortimer, The Church"s Lessons for the Christian Year, part iii. p38. J. Stalker, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xliii1893 , p387. E. H. Eland, ibid. vol. lxv1904 , p375. B. F. Westcott, The Anglican Pulpit of Today, p234. J. Baines, Twenty Sermons, p241. C. Hargrove, Our Reasonable Service, p3. J. Keble, Sermons for Ascension Day to Trinity Sunday, p364. VI:4.—S. Baring-Gould, Village Preaching for a Year, vol. i... p33.

The Vision of God

Isaiah 6:3
I. The Vision of God Isaiah , the Call of the Prophet-No where is the thought presented to us in the Bible with more moving force than in the record of Isaiah"s mission.

II. Isaiah"s Vision, Isaiah"s Call, are for Us also, and Await from Us a Like Response.—What Isaiah saw was, St. John () tells us, Christ"s glory.

III. The Prophet"s Teaching Must be the Translation of His Experience.—He bears witness of that which he has seen. His words are not an echo but a living testimony. The heart alone can speak to the heart. But he who has beheld the least fragment of the Divine glory; he who has spelt out in letters of light on the face of the world one syllable of the Triune Name, will have a confidence and a power which nothing else can bring.

IV. The Vision of God is the Chastening of the Prophet.

—B. F. Westcott, The Contemporary Pulpit, vol. v. p363.

Isaiah"s Vision (For Trinity Sunday)

Isaiah 6:5
Isaiah was worshipping in the temple court; and as he knelt he beheld in ecstatic vision the way lying open to the Holy of holies.

The temple on earth became the miniature of the temple in heaven. A wonderful access to God was granted to the Prophet.

Other worshippers saw the outward ritual, the Shekinah, the carved figures of the angels, the vapour of the incense; he saw what their eyes could not see, the King of Glory clothed in His Majesty, the row of adoring seraphim, the future intercession of the Redeemer, and the prayers of the saints in His Name.

I. The effect of the vision on the Prophet. Not what we might have expected—not joy, or satisfaction; but, at first, consternation, a sense of his own sinfulness. (So St. Peter, "Depart from me, for I am a sinful Prayer of Manasseh , O Lord"; and St. Paul at Damascus.) Isaiah sees his own sinfulness and that of others, as he had not seen it before; and the cry of anguish is wrung from his heart: "Woe is me! for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for mine eyes have seen the King, the Lord of Hosts".

And then there came to the humble and contrite spirit the message from the altar of Divine Love, the live coal touching his lips, the assurance of mercy and pardon: "This hath touched thy lips, thine iniquity is taken away, and thy sin purged".

He is ready now to go forth in obedience to the will of God. To him there came the call to work: "Whom shall I send, and who will go for Us?" It is the voice of the King. Isaiah asks no questions about the mission; he hesitates not; he is ready for instant service. "Here am I send me; ready to speak Thy word; to do Thy work."

II. What does this vision say to us Today?

It speaks to us of a new view of life, a new view of truth, presenting a new ideal.

(a) Our lives are shaped by the ideal which presents itself to us; and there are many ideals.

With some, the ideal is the life of pleasure—self-indulgence is the keynote of their lives.

With others, the ideal of life is ambition. To rise, that is the point: to rise in social position, in influence; to make a good marriage; to belong to a smart set.

With others, the ideal of life is gain. Everything is made subservient to this—to the acquisition of something they can touch, and hoard; it involves one advantage, hard work; but the result is the same—self is the centre.

Others have no ideal at all, but are simply drifting through life; acting only on the impulse of the moment; whose lives begin, continue, and look as though they might end, in nothing.

Others have indeed set before themselves an ideal, a high one, which they have struggled to attain, but fallen far short of their aspirations; their efforts futile, their lives anything but lofty; and they have been tempted to abandon the effort.

(b) What shall arouse us from these false, degrading, and selfish ideals? One thing only—a new view of life; a vision of some great truth hitherto hidden, now borne with overwhelming force upon the soul.

This was the turning-point in Isaiah"s career; one moving idea possessed and stirred the depth of his spirit: "Mine eyes have seen the King". Henceforth all is changed. New aims, objects, desires, rise to beckon him on; he is transformed; the old self dies; he is a new man.

So it will always be with the man who sees the true vision. In his unrenewed state he owns no supreme ruler, he follows natural impulse, he obeys his lower nature. But when once truth, the light of God, dawns upon his heart, his eyes are opened; he learns that earthly hopes die down, earthly pleasures fail to satisfy; that man is small, that God is all in all; that "life is real and earnest"; that henceforth his life shall be ruled by a Personal Will—a Will that has claims on his soul"s best affections.

III. "Mine eyes have seen the King." St. John tells us that it was the glory of Jesus Christ: "These things said Esaias when he saw His glory"—the glory of the enthroned Christ.

What he saw in shadow we have seen in historic presence. God has entered into fellowship with humanity—lived, toiled, and suffered here; now He reigns in Human Form on high. When this truth permeates the heart, heaven is opened and religious truth becomes real. We see that God has a plan laid down for us; that Christ"s will should be our law; that He has a personal knowledge of, love for, and claim upon, each of us.

The effect of the "vision," of religious conviction, will be—

1. A personal sense of sin—moral failure: "I am a man of unclean lips"; the lips symbolizing the inward life, which needs purification. The conviction of failure and sin is sure to force itself upon the man who can say "Mine eyes have seen the King".

2. Unhappiness about others. We are all members of one another; so we read and think and profess, though we do not always act up to the truth. It is impossible not to become more or less alive and sensitive to the moral tone of others; the personal is bound up with the social sense of sin: "I dwell among a people of unclean lips". This lies at the root of all missionary and philanthropic effort. If a man has seen the "King," the sense of others" wretchedness cannot but press upon his heart.

IV. The call to service, and the response.

After the vision of enlightenment, and the fire of love, came a voice: "Whom shall I send, and who will go for Us? "The voice is sounding now; all about us, at home, abroad. Who will go? It appeals to all, but especially to the young and richly endowed, to stand out as witnesses for Christ and the Truth.

This is the great present-day need—a new, higher, nobler, purer view of life, its meaning, destinies, ends. May God open our eyes to see things as they are; may He kindle in us love for Christ, that we may count it all honour to serve Him in serving the brotherhood.

References.—VI:5.—Archbishop Thomson, Lent Sermons, 1868 , p55. W. Howell Evans, Sermons for the Church"s Year, p151. A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p36. VI:6 , 7.—G. Body, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xliii1893 , p161. R. J. Campbell, ibid. vol. lvi1899 , p360. J. M. Neale, Sermons on the Prophets, vol. i. p17.

The Divine Call

Isaiah 6:8
I. If there be in faith, in work, in character, a living response to God"s love and truth, life becomes a lesson of His teaching, an interpretation of His will, a reflection of His love to the age in which we live, to those for whom we are called to work. The call, the appointed work, will not be the same for all. "There are... many kinds of voices in the world," each with its own signification, each with its own power to tell out the praises of God; if one be silent, God"s self-revealing is less than perfect.

II. Consider some of those through whom God"s purpose of the ages has had its fulfilment. We may learn helpful lessons of life from them.

Abraham, accepting his high vocation with a courageous faith that made him "the friend of God".

Moses at the Bush, conquering his fear and hesitation, and proving worthy to stand alone as the one prophet "whom the Lord knew face to face".

The child Samuel answering the Divine voice, "Speak, for Thy servant heareth," and through his innocent-hearted obedience becoming "established to be a prophet of the Lord".

Isaiah , gazing upon his glorious vision, hearing a call that was in itself a revelation of highest truth, and answering in all humility, "Here am I send me".

The Blessed Virgin Mary, receiving with all womanly modesty, humility, and self-surrender, the annunciation of the honour and the mystery for which she is for ever called blessed.

St. John , living his loving life under the control and by the inspiration of the eternal truth that "God is Love".

St. Paul, blinded by the glory which shone from the presence of the Risen and Ascended Christ, crying, "Lord, what wilt Thou have me to do?" and yielding himself to do and to suffer with a lion-hearted courage and a quenchless faith.

III. Consider the facts and truths which have been in the past the vehicle or the interpretation of God"s call to ourselves.

What directed us to our work? How were we called? Had we a strong unmistakable call such as those we have just now considered? Most of you have had no such call.

What we call the accidents and commonplace things of life are generally the vehicle, or the interpretation of a Divine call. Did your work lead to a discovery in yourself of power or capacity before unknown? Did it show you ways of glad usefulness, of wondrous self-realization, of sweet rewards? While it brings out your individuality, does it also make higher calls upon your being? Then God is calling you, through your work, to that ministry in which you may best glorify Him, and develop each your own peculiar baptismal gift.

—G. Brett, Fellowship With God, p3.

References.—VI:8.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xii. No687; vol. xxiii. No1351. F. W. Farrar, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xxxviii1890 , p328. T. Allen, ibid. vol. lix1901 , p315. H. H. Montgomery, ibid. vol. lxi. p281. H. J. Wilmot-Buxton, Holy-Tide Teaching, p218. A. Maclaren, Outlines of Sermons on the Old Testament, p169. VI:8 , 9.—V. S. S. Coles, Advent Meditations on Isaiah I-XII. p48.

How Long?

Isaiah 6:8-11
I. The Wall of Obstruction.—There is the terrible discipline of God"s messenger! To be the bearer of a Divine mission is to find yourself, at once, faced by a blind wall of obstruction. It is so fixed and strong that there is nothing you can do against it. What appeal can you make to hearts that are too gross to be stirred, and have no faculties wherewith to understand?

The late Lord Salisbury came back from Constantinople, in the old days of black disaster in the East, to tell us why he had failed to achieve a single reform. "The Turkish officials," he said, "simply have not the capacities to understand what we mean." There is no getting over the preliminary difficulty. If the capacities to understand what we mean are not there, we had better go home at once.

And this was to be the bitter result, to Isaiah , of being sent by God. And worse. He was to find that it was his own message which deepened the damage. Man shuts up at the touch of the Divine message just as strange creatures that we find on the seashore withdraw their tentacles and feelers at our touch and disappear into the silence of their shells. Nothing now can get at them, or tempt them forth into the open again. If we had not touched they would be still open and visible. It was the touch that was fatal. So with the prophetic message.

If man is free, then of sheer necessity Divine manifestations cannot be made without giving him, without forcing upon him, a moral judgment. The tenderness of Jesus had to endure the sting of the dread confusion: "For judgment I am come into this world". "If I had not come and spoken unto them, they had not had sin; but now they have no cloke for their sin." We shudder at the moral truth.

II. The Light Beyond the Blackness.—I want you to recognize the effect on the Prophet of recognizing that at which we shudder. Just because it is so hard, so terrifying, so black, therefore he knows that it is not all. The misery of such a disaster as that which has been portrayed would of itself prompt God to further action. The Prophet is utterly sure of this; sure of it by premonitory instinct; and, therefore, the dreadful result that is to follow his mission does but draw from him the expression of an unconquerable hope. Lord, how long, how long? Night bears in itself, as it were, the verdict of its vanishing. Through the darkness of the night we know what it is that we miss; and what we miss God will bring us. That is what the Jew in his prophetic optimism never ceased to assert. The fact that we miss it is a proof that it will come. Therefore, we have hope under the night.

III. So he spoke; and he was right. He had read God"s mind. There was a secret behind, a secret hope. True, the immediate interval of judgment, he was told, was to be sharp and sweeping. Cities would be wasted, the land utterly desolate. There would be a great forsaking, but underneath all this fierce wrath the good residue would be saved; would be sifted out; would be disciplined; would be perfected. Underneath and behind the terror the Divine compassion would be at work securing the true seed.

"Lord, how long?" We are to utter these words in the face of all disasters, in the teeth of every storm.

—H. Scott Holland, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxxiii1908 , p40.

References.—VI:9-13.—V. S. S. Coles, Advent Meditations on Isaiah I-XII. p52. VI:13.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. iii. No121. VII:1-9.—V. S. S. Coles, Advent Meditations on Isaiah I-XII. p57. VII:1-16.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxxix. No2305. VII:4.—W. L. Watkinson, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xlvi1894 , p218. VII:9.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxxix. No2305. J. E. Roberts, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxxi1907 , p321. VII:9-14.—V. S. S. Coles, Advent Meditations on Isaiah I-XII. p61.

07 Chapter 7 

Verses 1-25
God with Us (Sunday after Christmas)

Isaiah 7:14
I. We may well say first, that all our best Christmas thoughts are summed up in this word. We think of the Holy Child not simply as heaven"s gift to the world, but as the coming down of heaven itself into the world. "Lo, I am with you alway," is the alpha and omega of the Incarnation. "Immanuel, God with us!" That is the very meat and drink of our faith. The gift that came to the world that first Christmas morning has never been withdrawn for a moment. It is perennial and inexhaustible, new every morning, fresh every evening.

II. The word comes to us with equal appropriateness as we consider the approaching close of the year. It comes laden with suggestions of gratitude, and musical too with prophetic voices of glad and assuring promise. You have often been conscious of the Divine hand upon you, and a thousand times when you were not conscious you have discovered afterwards that it was most surely there. He who has been as the shadow of a great rock behind," as a covert from the tempest, as a guiding and protecting pillar of fire; He whose angel presence has journeyed with us through many a wilderness, and across many a divided sea, will just repeat Himself in the story which has yet to be written before our lives reach their final rest. Immanuel! there is no word like that. God with us. That is the best of all, it leaves nothing wanting.

III. And that is what we feel not only about ourselves but about the world at large. We might despair if we thought that God came and went, that Christ lived and died and vanished. But no thoughts of fear can ever disturb those who believe that the Incarnation meant a perpetual fact, a gift never recalled, a power that never ceases to work, a promise that is always hastening to its fulfilment There can be no doubt about the future of him whose faith is planted deep in and girded round by this truth of truths, "Immanuel, God with us".

—J. G. Greenhough, Christian Festivals and Anniversaries, p238.

References.—VII:14.—"Plain Sermons" by contributors to the Tracts for the Times, vol. ix. p91. Canon Ainger, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xlvii1895 , p12. VII:14 , 15.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xl. No2392. VIII:6.—W. A. Gray, The Shadow of the Hand, p48. VIII:6 , 7.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p45. VIII:11-20.—V. S. S. Coles, Advent Meditations on Isaiah I-XII. p69. VIII:17.—J. M. Neale, Sermons Preached in Sackville College Chapel, vol. i. p4. A. Murray, Waiting on God, p84. VIII:18.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xx. No1194. VIII:20.—J. H. Blake, Penny Pulpit, vol. xiv. No810 , p166. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. iv. No172. VIII:22.—V. S. S. Coles, Advent Meditations on Isaiah I-XII. p73. IX:1.—C. S. Robinson, Simon Peter, p89. IX:1 , 2.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxxvi. No2163. IX:2.—A. MacLeod, Days of Heaven Upon Earth, p262. W. H. Lyttelton, Missionary Sermons at Hagley, p13. IX:2-7.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p48. IX:3.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxxviii. No2265. W. Michell, Plain Preaching to Poor People (5th Series), p1. J. Weller, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lii1897 , p260. IX:5 , 6.—Lyman Abbott, ibid. vol. xlix1896 , p20. A. P. Stanley, Sermons on Special Occasions, p34.

08 Chapter 8 

09 Chapter 9 

Verses 1-21
The Gift of Peace

Isaiah 9:6; Isaiah 5:21
What a contrast these two texts present! The wicked—those living apart from God—have no peace; but to those who know the Incarnate Son of God to be their Saviour, He is their Peace—the Prince of Peace. Let us look at Him, and then at the great inward gift that He comes to convey to us.

I. Peace Inherent in Christ"s Nature.—Whatever Christ Isaiah , He is by nature, not by circumstance. If He is a King, He is so by nature; if He is the Redeemer, it is because He has willed it with His Father and the Holy Spirit; if He is a Saviour, He is the only Saviour, none other can save us; and so when we speak of Him as "the Prince of Peace," we see that that peace is inherent in Himself. When He took our nature, He took it into union with His Godhead. We know that He was tempted in all points; we recognize His physical suffering, and, what is more, and much worse, the agony of mind and heart, the iron entering into the very soul. We cannot understand how that is consistent with His abiding in perfect peace, yet we know that it was so. He is the Prince of Peace because He possessed peace in Himself. Peace rests in the Christian"s heart just because it belongs to Jesus Christ. What Christ is in other natures that He conveys, and He conveys it by necessity.

II. The Gift of Peace.—He brings, then, peace!

a. He has made you at peace with God. The punishment of our sins has been bought by His satisfaction of the justice of God. 

b. He has given you His peace. You remember His own words that seem to sum up all He can possibly do. They are the last, and Song of Solomon , as is usual with Him, the best Listen to them: "Peace I leave with you, My peace I give unto you". And He places His peace, if you will have it, right down in your inmost soul. In these last words He was careful to point out "Not as the world giveth, give I unto you". When one of us gives some small pledge or present to a friend, a moment before it belonged to the giver, the next it has passed with affection to the receiver. It has ceased to be the property of the one, and has become the possession of the other. Not so Christ! He does not give in that way; His peace remains His own, not merely because He has parted with none of it, but for a deeper and better reason. The gift which passes between you and me marks our separateness, but the gift that is possessed by you and by Jesus Christ testifies to our union with Him. It is in Him that it is enjoyed, and in Him alone. 

III. The Character of Peace.—There is peace and peace! Some persons make a wilderness, burn the towns, sweep the crops, kill the men, and then set up an inscription that they have made peace! There is peace which is a name only. There is a peace which is an end, and there is a peace which is unworthy, and a peace which is crushing. It is not the peace of Jesus Christ. The peace He enjoys, and that He conveys, is the peace of God. It is consistent with the completest and most tremendous activity. No saint ever lived without peace as the rule of his life, but no saint ever found in peace his end. The more that the Prince of Peace dwells in our hearts the greater will be our desire and our capacity to serve Him.

References.—IX:6.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. iv. No214; vol. iv. No215; vol. v. No258; vol. vi. No291; vol. xii. No724. F. W. Aveling, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xxxviii1890 , p249. H. Hensley Henson, ibid. vol. lix1901 , p6; see also ibid. vol. lxxi1907 , p9. J. Morgan Gibbon, ibid. vol. lxv1904 , p113. J. Bannerman, Sermons, pp108 , 128. H. J. Wilmot-Buxton, Sunday Lessons for Daily Life, p52. C. J. Ridgeway, The King and His Kingdom, p40. W. H. Murray, The Fruits of the Spirit, p146. J. Leckie, Sermons Preached at Ibrox, p229. H. P. Liddon, Advent in St. Paul"s, p257; see also Outlines of Sermons on the Old Testament, p174. T. De Witt Talmage, Sermons, p52. C. E. Jefferson, The Character of Jesus, p339. Jesse Butt, The Soul"s Escape, p5. A. G. Mortimer, The Church"s Lessons for the Christian Year, part i. p59. J. Keble, Sermons for Christmas and Epiphany, pp49 , 79. IX:6 , 7.—J. Vickery, Ideals of Life, p295. V. S. S. Coles, Advent Meditations on Isaiah , I-XII. p77. Stopford A. Brooke, The Old Testament and Modern Life, p303. C. Kingsley, Sermons on National Subjects, p346. IX:7.—J. Vaughan, Fifty Sermons (9th Series), p232. J. Clifford, The Secret of Jesus, p171. J. B. Mozley, Sermons Parochial and Occasional, p244. IX:13.—C. H. Sharpe, Church, Times, vol. xlviii1902 , p48. IX:16 , 17.—C. F. Aked, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxi1902 , p387. IX:29.—J. Percival, Sermons at Rugby, p127. X:5-19.—V. S. S. Coles, Advent Meditations on Isaiah , I-XII. p81.

10 Chapter 10 

Verses 1-34
The Boasting Axe

Isaiah 10:15
What would be the result if we had amongst us through and through a most hearty and loyal and loving reception of the great doctrine of Divine sovereignty, the great doctrine that all things are settled and decreed and arranged.

I. If we could really believe these elementary truths we should have a great unit in society. Man did not make society, and man cannot destroy it; man did not make mystery, and man cannot solve it, unless by God"s enlightenment and special permission.

Out of this acceptance of the Divine sovereignty comes a grand religious brotherhood, as well as a deep satisfaction and noble peace. God did it all.

II. We must have a sceptre, a throne, a king. We as Christian students and believers have accepted the idea that God reigns, and by God we mean the loving, personal, redeeming God, the God incarnate in Christ Jesus, the God of Bethlehem, of Calvary, and of Olivet; the priest God, who loved us, who gave His Son to save us. That is what we believe; and, believing that, out of it comes a whole philosophy of daily life, of social responsibility, and of all manner of well-regulated and harmonic action. Now which is the greater—for we must have great and small; these distinctions are not of our own making—which is the greater, I will ask you, the man who wrote the book—being Paradise Lost or Homer"s Iliad—the man who wrote the book or the man who bound it? I wonder if you could constitute yourselves into a committee and appoint a sub-committee in order to return an answer to that inquiry? Which had the greater mind, judging both men from the evidence that is accessible? The one man wrote the book, the other man bound it; the book has achieved universal and imperishable fame, and the bookbinder has—been paid. Which is the greater? oh, tell me! the picture or the frame-maker? If I could invite you to a grand exhibition of all the paintings of the year, and if I could also ask you to attend a complete exhibition of all the frames that have been made during the year, to which exhibition would you go? But is not one man as good as another? Why not go and see the frames? they are all gilt, and they are all shapely, and they are all made by very expert and efficient workmen; now will you go to see the pictures or the frames? I need not wait more than one moment; you have answered before the question was put. There is a spirit in Prayer of Manasseh , and the inspiration of the Almighty giveth him understanding. You want the pictures, the genius, the flame pentecostal, the mystery of harmony, perspective, colour, the silent oratorio.

Let us beware of second causes in providence, let us beware of second causes in religion, and let us beware of second causes in destiny; and let us accept the old, old doctrine of the sovereignty of God, and when we are in darkness let us seek the altar, the Cross, and pray.

References.—X:15.—S. Martin, Sermons, p85. X:17.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p55. X:20-23.—V. S. S. Coles, Advent Meditations on Isaiah , p84.

11 Chapter 11 

Verses 1-16
The Shoot Out of the Dry Stock

Isaiah 11:1
I. In that story of the shoot out of the dry stock two thoughts, as it were, compete for utterance.

1. There is the thought that God in Christ finds us where we are and not other where, meets us in the weary day which our pilgrimage has actually reached, demands of us no impossible return to the beginning of our lives. He has a new growth for the cut-down stock. There is no uprooting, no fresh seed; but from the old tree springs the leaf of joy.

2. In that recovery which finds us where we are, there is a fresh upburst of that which is entirely original. It is a force from the root. The new thing which appears, appears not from the bark, appeal"s not from the hewn surface, it witnesses to the vigour of the root and it repeats the power of its birth.

II. See how this was, first in the great fulfilment which was seen in the birth of our Lord from the Virgin Mary; when the Son of Mary, the Only Begotten Son of God, appeared upon the earth. There was the once majestic stem of Jesse reduced externally to a humble unknown family for which there was no room in the inn. Nothing could more strictly fulfil the picture of the hewn-down tree standing in the ruined forest than Israel the lowest and most wretched of the nations which still remained from that ancient world which the axe of Rome had levelled with the soil. In the old world, so disgraced, so confused, so burdened with heavy weights carried for a long journey, so ignorant of its direction, so wanting in hope—in the ancient world, out of the midst of it and out of its lowliest plant, sprang in the birth of Christmas night that fresh young Life which has in fact remade society, given hope and joy again to mankind, such hope, such joy, as mankind had never known before, brought them back, brought them at last rather, into full communion with the freshness of the eternal.

I think it is good to note in other children—in every child—something of that wonderful power which belongs to One Who brings the promise of the future out of the ancient stock of human life.

III. Think, also, how this hope of Jesus Christ, this freshness out of the dry stock, can give to us courage in our social task.

There must be a seeking after reasons and meanings. What is the Church for? What is the State for? and what am I for in this short pilgrimage which will so soon be gone, and where I may be a worker and supporter and in part a guide, seeing the road which others see, or I may be a mere slave upon the track, a slave who does no work?

—P. N. Waggett, Church Times, vol. lvii4January, 1907 , p22.

Illustration.—Do you remember the story that is told about St. Patrick? that represents also the salvation of Jesus Christ springing up in the midst of our ancient race. Patrick, they say, was born when his parents were fleeing from the heathen persecutors of their race, fleeing from them somewhere in Wales or farther north; and they were lost and panic-stricken in a desert place where there is no water, and, behold, the child is born, and how shall he be baptized in a dry land where there is no spring? And the priest who is to baptize him is himself blind and cannot go to seek or give any encouragement and leading to the bewildered train of fugitives. But the blind priest takes the little child"s hand and with it blesses the dry soil, and up there springs in this land of fear and terror and loneliness fresh water, in which the child is baptized who is to be the apostle of Ireland.

—P. N. Waggett, Church Times, 4January, 1907 , p22.

References.—XI:1.—J. M. Neale, Sermons Preached in Sackville College Chapel, vol. iv. p270. XI:1-9.—Church Times, vol. xxx1892 , p804. X:1-10.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p66. XI:2.—G. W. Herbert, Notes of Sermons, p132. G. Matheson, Voices of the Spirit, p59. J. Martineau, Hours of Thought, vol. ii. p133. V. S. S. Coles, Advent Meditations on Isaiah , p89. XI:3-10.—Ibid. p92. XI:4.—J. H. Newman, Sermons Bearing on Subjects of the Day, p267. XI:5.—V. S. S. Coles, Advent Meditations on Isaiah , I-XII. p96.

A Little Child Shall Lead Them (christmas)

Isaiah 11:6
You will remember the context of this verse. Isaiah is drawing a picture of redeemed nature. Under the rule of the promised Prince of David"s line, "the wolf shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid, and the calf and the young lion and the fatling, and"—as a charming finishing touch to the idyllic scene—"a little child shall lead them". I do not think that when Isaiah talks of bears and lions and reptiles, he means fierce and cruel and cunning men. When he talks of the beasts he means the beasts.

I. Christmas is the glorification of childhood. It is the fulfilment of Isaiah"s vision. It proclaims peace on earth, peace "among men of God"s good will" (for this is the true reading of the angel"s song); and the Prince of Peace, who leads the peacemakers, the men after God"s own heart, is a little child. That little child grew up to teach us that unless we accept the kingdom of God as little children, we shall not enter therein.

II. "The spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him; the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the Lord, and shall make him of quick understanding in the fear of the Lord." It is a majestic description of the intellectual endowments of humanity. "The Holy Spirit," says Gregory of Tours, in words which may sound rather startling, "is the God of the intellect rather than of the heart." This splendid enumeration of the intellectual gifts of the Messiah leads on at once to the idyllic picture which we have mentioned—the wild animals tamed and gentle, and led by a little child. It Isaiah , I think, a very noble and a very striking contrast. The ideal Ruler of David"s line, on whom the Spirit of the Lord shall pour all His choicest intellectual gifts, shall found a kingdom of universal peace, gentleness, and confiding innocence. We are very near the heart of Christianity here.

III. In a very fascinating mediaeval religious book, the Revelations of Julian of Norwich, the wise and saintly authoress says, "To me was shown no higher stature than childhood". Not, of course, that we should remain children in understanding; not that when we have become men, we should refuse to put away childish things; but that there should remain much of the child-character in us to the end. Christianity was founded (I say it reverently) by a young man; it is a religion for the young, and for those who remain young in heart, though their hair is grey. Are not faith and hops and love, the Christian virtues, essentially the temper of the child—the boy and girl? There is something very charming and inspiring in the faith, hope, and charity which have survived prolonged contact with the world, and experience of its ways. The religion of the devout recluse is good, but the religion of the good man of the world is better.

In celebrating the birth of Christ at Bethlehem we are doing homage to the child-nature, which the Son of God took upon Him, not because it was a necessary preliminary to His adult ministry, but because it was right and seemly that the Son of God should appear on earth as a little child.

—W. R. Inge, All Saints" Sermons, 1905-7 , p11.

References.—XI:6.—R. H. McKim, The Gospel in the Christian Year, p43. H. J. Wilmot-Buxton, Plain Preaching for Poor People (9th Series), p17. E. Medley, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xxxviii1890 , p116. G. G. Bradley, ibid. vol. li1897 , p28. B. Wilberforce, ibid. vol. lvii1900 , p90. R. J. Kyd, ibid. vol. xlvi1894 , p53. R. Winterbotham, Sermons Preached in Holy Trinity Church, Edinburgh, p30. J. T. Stannard, The Divine Humanity, p155. T. Arnold, Sermons, vol. i. p47. XL9.—J. H. Newman, Sermons Bearing on Subjects of the Day, p142. W. Landels, Christian World Pulpit, vol. li1897 , p372. W. H. Lyttelton, Missionary Sermons at Hagley, p108. XL9 , 10.—H. D. Rawnsley, ibid. vol. lxi1902 , p204. XI:10.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xliii. No2542. J. M. Neale, Sermons Preached in Sackville College Chapel, vol. i. p295; see also Readings for the Aged (4th Series), p93. W. H. Hutchings, Sermon-Sketches (2Series), p8. F. R. H. H. Noyes, Plain Preaching for a Year, vol. i. p330.

The Remnant of God"s People

Isaiah 11:2
The text is very cheering and tender in itself, and especially in its connexion. Triumphant scenes have been described. Millennium glory; the world at the feet of Christ in willing and joyful subjection. But amidst all this glory the little "remnant" is not forgotten. The remnant is forgotten in the world"s triumphs and gala days, not in God"s.

I. The Remnant.—The "remnant" is a favourite word with God. Let it not think it is thrown away, or lost sight of. A "second time" He sets His hand to recover it. Perhaps it was too poor, weak, thoughtless—even wedded to the strange land, at the last gathering. He will not only glean, but go back to fields already reaped and gleaned. You cannot be too poor, despised, sinful, for Christ to seek and save you. He has no "residuum". He counts the very dust of His temple of humanity.

II. The Scattered Remnant.—From Assyria, Egypt, etc. You may be scattered in other lands, among strangers; away from all old influences for good, from old habits, associations, interests, etc.; but His eye is as fully on you, and His heart is as wholly devoted to you, as if you were in the very centre of them all. Nay, if possible, yet more on that account When father and mother forsake the Lord takes up.

III. Recovered from the Grasp of Strong Enemies.—Those powers named were the strongest and most grinding of all the powers known to the ancient world. But His weak remnant should be recovered from their oppression. Worldliness, evil passions, strong drink—all that is most tyrannical in sin—may be your master; you weak as a woman in their grasp; but God is stronger than they. "Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved."

IV. The Whole Remnant.—How the Prophet names those powers one by one, as if he would bring a special message of hope and strength to every ear individually. "Men and brethren, children of the stock of Abraham, and whosoever among you feareth God, to you is the word of this salvation sent."

Reference.—XI:11 , 12.—C. Holland, Gleanings from a Ministry of Fifty Years, p264.

Envy

Isaiah 11:13
Ephraim means here the kingdom of Israel, or of the ten tribes; and Judah means the southern kingdom, that of the tribes of Judah and Benjamin. They were rivals; each was jealous of the other, because they were so evenly matched in power and influence. A weak tribe like Simeon was not jealous of either Ephraim or Judah.

I. Human nature is weak and sinful, and therefore the world is everywhere full of envy and jealousy. Sometimes unholy envy still cleaves a Christian nation into two, as it did the Hebrew nation long ago. Neighbouring cities are sometimes rivals. The successful man in the work of life is envied. Jealousy is even worse among professional men than it is among merchants. The same bad spirit is sometimes shown in Church life. Why was it, for example, that the chief priests and elders of the Jews accused Jesus so unjustly before Pilate, the Roman Governor? It is said in the Gospel narrative that Pilate "knew that for envy they had delivered Him".

Even in the bosom of families, and at the fireside, where all ought to be love, there is sometimes the same wickedness. It was the envy of Cain that led him to murder his brother Abel.

II. The Prophet Isaiah is speaking in this chapter about the reign of the Messiah, and the blessedness which that reign will bring to its subjects. He says that when the kingdom of God triumphs, envy and jealousy will depart out of the hearts of men. The ancient rivalry of Judah and Ephraim will be at an end, and all will be harmony and love.

III. Here is a double remedy for envy in one"s own heart—two prescriptions, which ought both to be taken at once.

1. Think much about your mercies. Envious persons compare themselves in an unkindly way with those who are more successful than themselves, forgetting all the while that there are many who are less successful. If I am a believer in Christ, I am the possessor of "all things," and it is therefore unreasonable that I should envy any one.

2. Seek a renewed heart. The natural heart is evil, and it leads us to envy and grieve at the good of our neighbour. But the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, if we ask Him, will give us a new heart. The Holy Spirit will help us to entertain lowly thoughts of ourselves, and to learn to admire what is good in others.

—C. Jerdan, Pastures of Tender Grass, p200.

References.—XI:13.—R. F. Horton, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xlix1896 , p17. XII:1.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xvi. No928. XII:1-6.—V. S. S. Coles, Advent Meditations on Isaiah I-XII. p1. XII:2.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xliii. No2541. XII:3.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p64. Sir G. R. Fetherston, A Garden Eastward, p66. J. M. Neale, Sermons on the Prophets, vol. i. p23. W. P. Balfern, Lessons from Jesus, p235. XII:3-6.—V. S. S. Coles, Advent Meditations on Isaiah I-XII. p100. XIII:12.—J. Vickery, Ideals of Life, p61. J. G. Greenhough, The Cross and the Dice-Box, p133. XIV.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlv. No2612.
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Verses 1-32
Isaiah 14:8
Ruskin says on this text: "Consider such expressions as that tender and glorious verse in Isaiah , speaking of the cedars on the mountains as rejoicing over the fall of the king of Assyria: "Yea, the fir trees rejoice at thee, and the cedars of Lebanon, saying, Since thou art gone down to the grave, no feller is come up against us." See what sympathy there is here, as if with the very hearts of the trees themselves."

References.—XIV:9.—D. Biggs, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lx1901 , p315. XIV:32.—F. E. Paget, Sermons for Special Occasions, p65. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlv. No2612.
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Verses 1-14
Through the Material to the Spiritual

Isaiah 17:2
It will not appear to be so. Appearance, indeed, will be on the other side. But we are to judge by the harvest, by the end, and not by the appearances. Sometimes it would seem as if the devil reigned. He has everything his own way; he imagines evil, and brings his device to pass; and we say, "Why should we trouble about God, and of what good is it to pray? He does not trouble us, He does not answer, He does not care for us." But the Lord has never concealed from us the great fact that He judges everything by the end; He ripens evil, as well as good. God can only get at some people through the material; they have wasted the spiritual. He can make no impression upon them along the spiritual line; they have lost all their sensitiveness, they are past feeling, their conscience is seared as with a hot iron, and the withdrawal of His spiritual mercies would have no effect upon them.

I. God must come to us. He will come to us through the way of pain or loss or sorrow; He will take a long time to come, but He will come. It takes years to make some men think; it takes years to bring down the high looks of the haughty and to bring to nothing the devices that are multiplied against the Lord; but they will all come down. Do not judge by a moment of sunshine; the law has been made clear, it cannot alter: "It shall be well with the righteous, and it shall be ill with the wicked". The Lord causes the harvest to bud and to bring forth all manner of sweet miracles, and then at the last He looks at it in rebuke and withers it from the face of the earth, withers it whilst we are gathering it; we thrust in our sickle, and hew down sheaves of darkness and of poison.

II. Observe the reasonableness of this. Who is it that is offended? Who is it that is forgotten? The Giver, the Father, the Servant of all. What can happen but death? We cannot be living within a scheme of things which we did not set up, and we cannot adapt that scheme to our ways and our wishes without coming upon the Maker, the Contriver of it all. We are born into a scheme of things; we are not sent into the world to reconstruct it; great laws were here before we were; we found them out, discovered them, burnt our fingers in going too near them, and therefore we cannot ignore these laws without coming upon penalty, suffering, rebuke. Being sent into a scheme of things, our wisdom is in finding out how it begins, proceeds, how it develops, how it grows, and our great business in life is to lie alongside of these forces, and not to oppose them, but to obey them, and thus discover and glorify the will of God.

III. On the ground of mere reason, I hold that the Christian argument is a sound argument. It answers more questions than any other scheme of life; it lulls more anxieties, it brings more consolations, it goes further than any scheme of things can go into the great unseen and grand immeasurable. I ask you, therefore, to ground yourselves upon God"s will, and take of life as it comes, with all simplicity of love and completeness of obedience and all-believing faith. If you would have peace, you can have it in that way; you can have it in no other way. The law is equal, it is equal on both sides, it cannot be trifled with; if it is severe on the one side, it is gentle on the other. The same holds good with regard to the law of mercy and peace, that everywhere that great law is operating in favour of those who are in sympathy with it, and who long to carry out all its meaning and enjoy all its rewards.

—Joseph Parker, City Temple Pulpit, vol. vi. p157.

References.—XVI:1.—J. M. Neale, Sermons on the Prophets, vol. i. pp35 , 46. XVII:10 , 11.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture, p76.

18 Chapter 18 

19 Chapter 19 

Verses 1-25
The Burden of Egypt

Isaiah 19:1
In the preface to a volume of travel-letters by Dr. Liddon, his sister says: "Dr. Liddon"s interests were always the same. This was nowhere more evident than in Egypt, which had for him extraordinary fascinations, because, as he would frequently explain, the life of the ancient Egyptians all pointed one way; their monuments and their literature alike show that they held the real business of this life to be preparation for death. It was neither on their palaces nor on their public buildings that they lavished their art and their wealth, but on their temples and their tombs. "What an example for us," he would often say; "one that can only fill us with humiliation and shame.""

I. That the true business of life is to prepare for death has ever been the belief of all serious, of all catholic, Christians, from Dr. Liddon to Thomas Carlyle"s peasant father "impressively pronouncing the words, "Prepare us for these solemn events, death, judgment, and eternity"". It may have receded in the thin and washy versions of Christianity current in our day, but it must return. For life is a judgment as well as a discipline, and unless the moral nerve has been cauterized to death, the soul must seek the way by which alone the offended justice of God can be met in peace. And desire as well as fear, the desire of the soul created for God and restless till it finds Him, can be contented only with the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord. The faith that joins us to Christ and restores us to God must be maintained by steady preparation—the preparation of prayer, labour, and self-scrutiny—for the supreme hour when, in presence of the Lord of Truth, the spirit makes its answer.

But we are told "other worldliness" has gone out of fashion, that our business is with the rectification of life on earth. Yes; but that can only be accomplished by souls detached from time, though detained within it. Nothing, said St. Paul, could separate him from the love of Christ; neither life nor death, things present nor things to come. Neque instantia. And neither did Christ"s love separate him from things present Rather it made him and it makes all in the same case the true servants and rulers of the present.

To depreciate or stand aloof from the great tasks of social reform is a real denial of Christ. These questions will never be settled by war. They cannot be settled so long as personal passion and pique—envy, jealousy, and malice—are in the ascendant. They will yield only to those who are content to live and die humble servants of God, yet brave and free citizens.

II. This readiness will give us the transfigured courage of love. We shall not flinch at the slings and arrows of our foes; these cannot touch the immortal part. We shall not pander to the vain hopes of those we serve, but tell them plainly that stern limits are set to the efficacy of earthly good; and that all possessions will but leave them poorer if they miss salvation. We shall not be dismayed when foes and friends alike turn upon us. The best cause may come to such a pass that all men will seem to forsake it and flee; the rain will descend, the floods come, the winds blow and beat upon the house. But what is built on the rock will stand. The disciple is not greater than his Lord, and it may be, as Heine says, that wherever a lofty soul utters its thoughts there is Golgotha. Even so in the bold and free acceptance of death there is given perfect courage and perfect self-command. Jesus died among legions of peace-breathing angels, and His peace passes to the prepared soul in death. When the cruellest blow falls, when the few human faces that made our inner world are fading, the hope rooted in Christ remains, for we know they depart to shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of the Father. The affections are no more nerves to suffer with when in Christ, bereavement and death are met with the fullness of willing love.

—W. Robertson Nicoll, Ten Minute Sermons, p153.

References.—XIX:23 , 24.—J. Wordsworth, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lvi1899 , p346. XIX:23-25.—W. L. Watkinson, ibid. vol. lii1897 , p236; see also The Blind Spot, p21. XIX:24.—J. H. Shakespeare, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lii1897 , p228. XIX:24 , 25.—Hugh Price Hughes, Essential Christianity, p249. J. Scott Lidgett, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxxi1907 , p156.
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Verses 1-17
Twilight and Trembling

Isaiah 21:4
You all know that the twilight is a great wizard. I do not know whether you have ever thought to analyse its subtle power. If you have, I think you will have found that the spell of the twilight lies quite as much in what it hides from us as in what it reveals. It casts a filmy veil of indistinctness over all things we see—softening their hardness, dealing gently with their defects, making such beauty as they possess more suggestive and idealistic.

The twilight hour is the one merciful hour in the day—the hour when there is just enough light to see by, but when criticism has to be suspended. This hour, one feels, is in the beautiful fitness of things. There is a sense in which the whole span of our human life is but the twilight hour that ushers in the bright eternal day. God has set a merciful limit to our seeing.

I. There is a twilight that God giveth, that God willeth—a merciful limitation of light. But this is not the twilight of which the Prophet speaks. There is a twilight not of God"s willing but of man"s desiring, that brings the spirit of trembling into men"s lives. "The twilight that I desired." Here is the picture of a man who is afraid to look life in the face; who does not want to see things as they are. He wants to limit his own vision—to see things less plainly. He is seized with a desire to shirk the responsibilities and pains of life"s larger knowledge. He is desirous for the moment of laying aside his powers of insight and discrimination and delicate judgment and keen appreciation of life"s ever-changing situation. He is willing to forgo the power of introspection.

The awful drama of pain and misery is being played out before our very eyes. We live in a suffering world. The outlook at times is unutterably pathetic, tragic, and saddening; and I am afraid that so long as these things do not cut their way into our own lives we try to ignore them, to live as if they were not.

II. The secret of quiet confidence in a world that furnishes us with the sight of so many sad things does not lie in shutting our eyes. That is the expedient of the cowardly and the faithless. It lies in looking at things as they are, and letting the sad vision force us back upon the mercy and power of God. If only we have the courage and faith to look into these things that pain the heart and try the spirit and lay rough hands on life"s sensitiveness, we shall learn more of the patience and tenderness of God than ever gladness alone could have taught us; and we shall find awaiting us among these things a ministry of help in the offering of which God shall perfect our hearts in the knowledge of Himself and the love of the brethren.

III. "The twilight that I desired hath been turned into trembling unto me." The man who shuns the light forfeits his own final peace of heart. He who refuses to face his worst forfeits the possibility of finding his best He does not solve the question of his sinfulness; he shelves it. It is there, gathering darker meaning and more bitter consequence. Every day twilight and trembling go together. You cannot build the house of peace on the foundation of self-deceit. Darkness hides wrong, but it does not alter it. There is no salvation among the shadows of moral delusion. There is no quietness in uncertainty. There are some who deliberately refuse to look at their own spiritual position—their relation to God the Saviour and the kingdom of peace and the promise of life—lest they should find it unsatisfactory. They live their lives in the vague hope that things will be well with them by and by. They do not desire anything more illuminating than the twilight of a hopeful speculation. That Isaiah , at the best, but an indefinite postponement of the day of trembling.

—P. Ainsworth, The Pilgrim Church, p138.

References.—XXI:11.—R. H. McKim, The Gospel in the Christian Year, p72. W. Landels, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xlvii1895 , p133. E. M. Geldart, Echoes of Truth, p222. XXI:11 , 12.—F. W. Farrar, ibid. vol. xlvii1895 , p17. G. Campbell Morgan, ibid. vol. lxvi1904 , p40. R. E. Hutton, The Crown of Christ, vol. i. p19. D. Rowlands, The Cross and the Dice-Box, p217. W. C. Magee, Growth in Grace, p26. W. Laing, The Dundee Pulpit, 1872 , p57. S. Cox, Expositions, p336. J. A. Craigie, The Country Pulpit, p31. XXI:12.—J. Milne, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxiv1903 , p409.
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Verses 1-25
The Key of the House of David

Isaiah 22:22
Not often, even in Isaiah , are there words more full of mystery than these.

I. See how, of David also, according to his degree, it might be said that "He was a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief". Persecuted by his own brethren in the army of the Israelites; hunted after by his own lord, King Saul; ridiculed by his own wife, Michal; betrayed by his own familiar friend, Ahithophel; conspired against by his own favourite Song of Solomon , Absalom; all but delivered to death by his own subjects at Keilah; to say nothing of his many battles, painful wanderings, little rest; and that whole lifelong struggle on account of which God said, "Thou hast been a man of war, and hast shed much blood upon the earth". See also how poor and needy he was; asking bread from Ahimelech the priest; requesting milk and cheese from Nabal the Carmelite; taking a cruse of water from King Saul; thankful for fruit from Abigail. So that when Gabriel said, in that cottage of Nazareth, "The Lord God shall give Him the seat of His father David"; and when Isaiah prophesied here, "The key of the house of David will I lay on His shoulder," what is the key but the bitter Cross? what is the seat but extreme poverty?

II. Notice—for every word tells—that word: "The key of the house of David will I lay on His shoulder" —not shoulders—and why? Because the Son of God did not endure the Death of the Cross on the right shoulder of His Godhead, but on the left shoulder of His humanity alone; so that, suffering as a Prayer of Manasseh , He should ransom like a God.

III. "The key of the house of David will I lay upon His shoulder." Beyond all other, David was a man of war. Now look what the natural heart says on the one hand, and what the Lord God of all power declares on the other: "The people be strong that dwell in the land; and the cities are walled and very great; and moreover we saw the children of Anak there". All very true; but here is the answer: "The key of the house of David will I lay upon His shoulder". So take courage. There is some one fenced city of a besetting sin of which you ought to take possession, some one Jericho in your hearts that defies the rule of the Lord God of Hosts. But that key will open it for you. Does not the way in which it was at first taken up, and then wearily borne along the Via Dolorosa, speak of its omnipotence? Only trust to it, and it will open the strongest wards of the most crafty lock wherewith Satan ever barred your passage yet, or ever shall bar it. And well for you that it is laid on His shoulder, not on yours. That key which opened the gates of Death and Hell, how shall it not throw back any other portals for your entrance?

—J. M. Neale, Occasional Sermons, p34.

Illustration.—Saint Teresa says very beautifully: "O my soul, O my heart, if thou wilt, if thou desire to, enter into bliss, why dost thou not serve and go after good Jesus, Who hath the key of it? The key of this world, the men of this world have: the key of hell, Satan hath; the key of life, none but Christ. O good Jesus! O True Love of my soul! seeing that Thou art the Gate which is to be opened, and the House which we are to enter into, and the glory which we are to enjoy, why dost Thou not open to this my sinful soul, which is weary of calling for Thee? O Redeemer of my spirit, O sweetness of my life, seeing Thou hast said, that Thou didst not come into this world but to save sinners, and goest about to seek for none but sinners: why dost Thou not open to me, who am the greatest sinner of all sinners?"

—J. M. Neale, Occasional Sermons, p37. 

References.—XXIII:4.—R. Primrose, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxx1906 , p103. XXIII:18.—S. Chadwick, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxvii1905 , p91.
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Verses 1-23
The Consecration of Suffering

Isaiah 24:15
Religion consists in taking things out of their common places, and in removing them from a lower to a higher level. To hold everything in God, to use it for God, to dedicate it to God—this is consecration.

I. The Great Danger of Suffering—whether it be physical or mental suffering—is threefold:—

a. Pride, because we become exceptional, and are made much of. 

b. Indolence, because the nerves become unstrung. 

c. Selfishness, because at such times it seems excusable, if not even a duty, to think very much about ourselves. 

These things are just the most antagonistic to consecration, which is essentially a humbling process; an energetic process; a self-forgetting process. We have to consider what it is to consecrate suffering; or, as Isaiah expresses it, to "Glorify God in the fires".

II. To Consecrate your Suffering you must Dedicate it.—This must be done in a very positive, serious manner. As soon as the suffering comes, feel and say, say it distinctly: "I will dedicate this trial. It shall not be an ordinary, profane thing. It shall be set apart for God. It shall be taken away from the world. It shall be God"s. I dedicate it." From that moment, your sickness, or your pain, or your trial, or your loss, or your bereavement, is hedged round. It remains sacred ground. This special committal of yourself and your suffering at the outset, by a religious act of devotion, is a very necessary part of the consecration; but it must be repeated very often. From that time you may call your pain, or your sorrow, not so much a suffering as an offering; as much as if you laid it upon an actually material altar, it is an offering.

III. Real Consecration is a very Practical Thing.—Our offering to God will seldom be real unless it is in some way an offering made to God through His creatures. Consecrate the uses of suffering, whatever those uses may be. Do not let them be natural, ordinary results, but let them be dedicated to a holy purpose. All our sorrows and sufferings are available for others, and are intended as means for usefulness.

a. A trial is an experience, and an experience is a talent. Consecrate the talent. You are laying in a great power of sympathy. Consecrate that sympathy. Put yourself under a sacred obligation that that pain, that trouble, shall make you more tender, more wise, more religious in your dealings, ever after, from that moment, with other sufferers. 

b. A season of affliction is a vantage ground. Consecrate the vantage ground. Take opportunity to speak, to say something, which you could never say so well or so effectively; say it there; say it very lovingly, but say it very plainly. And let your words be consecrated words, as said before God; prayed over well, and then say them. Patience, simple, kind, unselfish patience, is always eloquent. A sufferer"s smile is a sweet sermon! 

c. If all this be true of physical and mental suffering, it is truer still of spiritual trial. Take care. No trials are more in danger of being selfish and useless than spiritual ones. Your depression, your inward temptations, your repentance, your conflicts, all Lenten feelings, they are not ends, they are not for themselves only; use them; turn them to good account; consecrate them. 

IV. Of all this Consecration of Suffering, the great Exemplar is the Lord Jesus Christ.—If you wish to know the way to consecrate, study Him.

25 Chapter 25 

Verses 1-12
An Act of Faith

Isaiah 25:1
I. "O Lord, Thou art my God." This is not a prayer, but something higher—"an act of faith".

What do we mean by an act of faith? We mean an expression of faith in which the will has its part.

An act of faith should be the utterance of the whole nature, the will giving effect both to the conclusions of the reason and to the desires of the affections. An act of faith seems so simple; it is tremendous, for it involves the operation of the whole soul.

II. There is (1) the act of faith, "O Lord, Thou art my God". (2) Then its result, "I will exalt; Thee, I will praise Thy Name". (3) Then the reason for this, "For Thou hast done wonderful things; Thy counsels of old are faithfulness and truth".

1. The act of faith proceeds from personal religion; for having taken God as the Supreme Ruler of our life, the intellect loves to seek into the mysteries of His Being, revealed in Holy Scripture, and in the experiences of Divine Providence; the will strives to be obedient to His commandments and precepts, and the affections find their joy in reaching out to Him as the object of their love.

2. The result of this is expressed in the next two clauses, "I will exalt Thee, I will praise Thy Name". And by "Name" we mean when we speak of God His character—what He is. Some may ask, "How can we exalt God?" We cannot exalt God in the sense of raising Him any higher than He Isaiah , but we can proclaim to others, by our words and in our lives, that we recognize Him to be the Most High. This is what is meant by exalting God.

3. The reason for this—"For Thou hast done wonderful things; Thy counsels of old are faithfulness and truth".

a. Thou hast wrought wonders in our lives, in the lives of the saints, in the Church of God. 

b. "Thou hast wrought wonders; counsels of old." There was that counsel by which, before the world was made, God willed to become Incarnate in human nature, and to raise His creature, Prayer of Manasseh , to a nature Divine. 

c. "In faithfulness and truth." All God"s wonders, all God"s counsels, have been in faithfulness and truth. The covenant He made with man He has kept, and therefore Isaiah was able to make his act of faith in God, his act of trust; for faith has both its objective and subjective side. It enables us first to believe that God Isaiah , then to learn from revelation what God Isaiah , and when we have learned this, to trust God with our whole soul. 

—A. G. Mortimer, The Church"s Lessons for the Christian Year, part i. p29.

References.—XXV:1.—H. J. Wilmot-Buxton, Sunday Lessons for Daily Life, p25. J. Aspinall, Parish Sermons (2Series), p106. XXV:3 , 4.—J. M. Neale, Sermons on the Prophets, p54. XXV:4.—S. Martin, Westminster Chapel Sermons, p221. XXV:6.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xiv. No846. A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p90. XXV:6-8.—Ibid. p80. J. M. Neale, Sermons on the Prophets, vol. i. p66. J. C. Miller, Penny Pulpit, vol. xii. No720 , p429. XXV:7.—T. T. Carter, Lent Lectures, 1860-66 , p297. A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p92.

Isaiah 25:8
Ruskin says, speaking of the death of Christ: "It was not the mere bodily death that He conquered—that death had no sting. It was this spiritual death which He conquered, so that at last it should be swallowed up—mark the word—not in life; but in victory. As the dead body shall be raised to life, so also the defeated soul to victory, if only it has been fighting on its Master"s side, has made no covenant with death; nor itself bowed its forehead for his seal. Blind from the prison-house, maimed from the battle, or mad from the tombs, their souls shall surely yet sit, astonished, at His feet Who giveth peace."

Waiting for God (Third Sunday in Advent)

Isaiah 25:9
I. What does Waiting Imply?—Advent is especially a time of waiting, and this waiting involves four things.

1. Faith. St. Paul speaks of Christians as those who are "waiting for the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ". They therefore believe in the promise of His coming.

2. Further, the posture of the Christian is one of desire. Israel of old longed for the manifestation of the Deliverer. "Thou that sittest between the cherubims, come and save us!" ( Psalm 80:1-2). St. Paul speaks of loving Christ"s appearing; St. John cries, "Come, Lord Jesus!" The word which the Apostle uses describes the attitude as of one stretching out and longing for "the revelation" ( Romans 13:19).

3. Then patience is an ingredient in the waiting. "Be patient," says St. James , "therefore, brethren, unto the coming of the Lord;" and he compares the patience to that of the husbandman, who has to wait for the slow processes of nature to see the end of his labours.

4. Preparation is involved in this waiting; nay, is one chief purpose of it.

II. Why Wait So Long?

1. The question was discussed in the Middle Ages. Why was the Incarnation so long delayed?

2. One reason for this delay of the Incarnation is drawn from the condition of man. He had to be humiliated by a sense of his sinfulness, in order that he might feel his need of a Deliverer. We see the same providence in individual sinners as in a microcosm. God allows the prodigal to pursue his downward course until he comes to his senses, and misery brings him to the turning-point.

3. All delays in the approaches of God are for the sake of Prayer of Manasseh , that he might prepare to receive Him.

The ministry of the Baptist is a visible setting forth of this need of preparation.

III. What Wait We For?—"Lo, this is our God; we have waited for Him."

1. That there is a primary reference in the passage to wonderful interventions of God on behalf of His people, whether in contemporary or subsequent deliverances, Isaiah , of course, admitted. Commentators have, however, been puzzled as to what particular catastrophe or oppressing power the Prophet refers to in this chapter. Whatever may be the historic application, it cannot be more than a type of the full accomplishment of the prophecy in the Person of Christ He alone swallows up "death in victory," and wipes away "tears from off all faces".

2. The text is fulfilled by the Incarnation. "This is our God." It points to the mystery that our Lord is a Divine Person, and that therefore He can "save us". This stirs the hymn of joy: "We will be glad and rejoice in His salvation".

—W. H. Hutchings, Sermon-Sketches, p12.

Expectation (A Christmas Sermon)

Isaiah 25:9
I. The Hope of the Incarnation.—Christmas is a season of expectation. And then also it is a season of confidence. "He will save us." Not—He will save the heathen, the outcast, the hopeless; but He will save us. It is a personal confession. For it implies that we are dissatisfied with our lives as they are; that we are willing that they should be lifted out of the bondage of convention. The slavery of selfishness and greed, the deception thoughtlessly practised, the slander carelessly spoken. No one can mix much with his fellow-men without realizing that a new doubt is everywhere awaking in men"s minds. Is not Christianity an exhausted force. Is not its power over the world coming to an end? Here are vast social evils crying to heaven, and no salvation comes. Men live and work and die with no apparent consciousness of spiritual realities, and all our efforts break against the passive force of apathy. Can we, in face of all this, still hold to our belief that He who was born on that first Christmas morning is the Saviour of the world? If He is a Saviour, where is His salvation? We must face questions like these and they will lead us back to the cradle of Bethlehem. Like the wise men we grow bewildered in the streets of the city and we lose our star, but as we go towards Bethlehem, behold it goes before us again. We have found the lost cue, we are strong again, we can face the world"s challenge. We believe that in the Incarnation lies still the hope of the world. Yes, and our hope too. For when the simple truths of religion have become complicated by human glosses, and have lost touch with reality, or have grown harder and intolerant, we need to bring them again to Bethlehem and lay them at the cradle of a little Child. For He is the Saviour of Christianity as well as the Saviour of the World. Of our religious ideas, as well as of our personal character, it is true that except we be converted and become as little children we cannot enter into the kingdom of heaven.

II. The Realization of God.—Christmas is a season of realization. "This is our God." The realization of God; God not far away in some heaven of music and rapture, but here by the cradle of little children, in the paths where footsore men tramp wearily, in houses of gladness or sorrow.

III. "The Prince of Peace."—We are asked to speak to the people of this country on the subject of international peace. But what can we say?

There can be no peace till the spirit of distrust and greed and selfish ambition ceases to dominate the policy of nations. The only real guarantee for peace is in the resolute and watchful action of all Christian men. In this too "He will save us" if we wait for Him. He will teach us that there are better battles to fight than the battles full of "confused noise and garments rolled in blood". His battle is against ignorance and vice, against the selfish heart and the grasping hand, against discord and hatred, and all the foul things that haunt the darkness.

References.—XXV:9.—A. Murray, Waiting on God, p89. T. F. Lockyer, The Inspirations of the Christian Life, p196. W. H. Hutchings, Sermon-Sketches, p12. H. P. Liddon, Advent in St. Paul"s, pp77 , 306. E. Fowle, Plain Preaching to Poor People (1Series). XXVI.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xli. No2430; vol. xlvii. No2713. XXVI:1.—W. C. E. Newbolt, Counsels of Faith and Practice, p305. XXVI:1 , 2.—J. Monro Gibson, A Strong City, p3; see also Christian World Pulpit, vol. liii. p151. A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p102; see also Paul"s Prayers, p234. XXVI:1-10.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p95. XXVI:1-14.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlvi. No2669.

26 Chapter 26 

Verses 1-21
The Mark for Recognizing God"s Peace

Isaiah 26:3
I. It is not said, "Thou wilt keep him in perfect peace, whose mind is stayed". There is nothing in mere movelessness which is suggestive of peace. A mind may be motionless without being rested; nay, it may be motionless by reason of its unrest. What, for example, is the numbness of despair, but just a mind which has been deprived of movement by its own unrest. Grief by its excess lifts stopped the pulses of feeling; fear has paralysed energy; inward struggle has ended in inward exhaustion.

II. In the peace of a human soul everything depends on the thing which fastens it. There are various kinds of fastenings by which a spirit may be bound. It may be bound by sleep; it may be bound by apathy; it may be bound by old age. The peace of which the Psalmist speaks is that of a soul bound by God; its perfection lies in the fact that it is stayed on something which is itself constantly moving.

III. What would be the difference between a soul bound to a rock and a soul bound to a star? The soul fastened to the rock would be stationary; the soul fastened to the star would be ever on the wing. That is the difference between the peace of God and the world"s peace. The world"s peace is a standing still; God"s is a moving on. The world"s peace is silence; God"s is a living voice. The world"s peace is languor after toil; God"s is inspiration of strength to begin toil. To be stayed by God is to be stayed not by death but by life, not by exhaustion but by energy, not by folding the hands but by spreading the sails to reach a wider sphere. The peace of God descends on every man as it descended on Jesus—in the midst of the waters.

—G. Matheson, Messages of Hope, p173.

References.—XXVI:3.—J. H. Thom, Laws of Life (2Series), p136. W. J. Knox-Little, The Journey of Life, p159. A. G. Mortimer, Studies in Holy Scripture, p58. B. Wilberforce, Sanctification by the Truth, p97; see also The Hope That is in Me, p165. W. P. Balfern, Lessons from Jesus, p275. F. W. Farrar, Outlines of Sermons on the Old Testament, p187. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxxi. No1818.

Kept Peaceful in the Midst of Strife

Isaiah 26:3-4
Looked at from any viewpoint life appears to be a struggle. The man of science, for example, pursues his investigations not as a mere search for facts but as a conflict against ignorance. Every discovery he makes is a fort captured from the enemy, and ensures the liberation of some who have hitherto been bound. And the ordinary individual, too, the one who is distinguished by no special rank in the array of contestants, but who has set his heart upon living a high and pure life, is entered for a struggle. His very ambition, itself an echo of Christ"s command, involves him in a lifelong campaign against the powers of evil.

I. Hence the audacity of Christ"s Gospel of peace, whose promises run counter to the entire natural order. Indeed, it is part of the proof of Christ"s Divinity that He should offer to men peace at the heart of an endless and inevitable agitation, a gift about which the Apostle uses no mere hyperbole when he speaks of it as "peace which passeth understanding". For the human heart cannot conceive, apart from all that Christ Himself Isaiah , that in a world of this sort peace should perfectly possess any one. But this, the very mystery of the Evangel, is a large part of its fascination. Christ is ever willing to submit Himself to personal subjective tests, and is for ever calling men to come and try for themselves the reality of His claim and covenant. Faith may and often does begin as an experiment, but it always leads on to an experience of heart-rest which these words alone describe. "How do you explain the possibility of peace in a world where even Nature is red in tooth and claw, and where all the activities of men are bent upon ceaseless strife?" is asked by the unbelieving cynic. And the only answer which we can give is that, while we cannot explain the possibility, we have experienced and continually enjoy the reality. And in its last analysis Christ"s Gospel is found to be true as it responds not to speculative but to subjective tests.

II. It is significant that these words do not identify the experience of peace with the absence of loss and sorrow, but rather with the presence of God. It is not that we are to be withdrawn from the reach of the influence of these things, but that we are to be drawn into close union with Himself.

III. It is significant also that this prophetic declaration with its Gospel fulfilment should reveal God as the One upon whom the responsibility of the covenant really rests. "Thou wilt keep him" is at once an encouragement to the one who knows his own grasp to be weak, his emotions fitful, his own power of fidelity inadequate—and robs him of all his fearful apprehensions. Just as He alone bestows, so He alone can maintain unbroken this experience of strengthening and recreative peace. It is His work to hold us, not ours to hold Him. And this truth, if once apprehended, will rid our lives of much of the worry and meaningless anxiety which often beclouds and weakens them. If we surrender to Him His own possession, it is but little to expect that the King will carefully guard His own crown-jewels. It is indeed as a sentinel on duty keeps the trustful garrison in peace that the watchful Lord guards the yielded heart to the exclusion of false love, keeps the mind to the exclusion of wrong thoughts, and controls the will to the exclusion of unholy purposes.

—J. Stuart Holden, The Pre-Eminent Lord, p71.

References.—XXVI:3 , 4.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p111; see also Paul"s Prayers, p245.

Trust in God

Isaiah 26:4
Ignorance and unbelief are man"s foes, and unrest is man"s misery. The purpose of revelation is to impart knowledge and to awaken faith, and thus to fill the mind with that peace which is spiritual strength.

I. The Object of Trust.

a. "The Lord Jehovah," the self-existing, the eternal, the Almighty. A contrast to all created beings. Put not your trust in man—in the sons of men—in princes. 

b. "The Rock of Ages" (marg.). The everlasting hills are an emblem of strength, unchangeableness, solidity, eternity. God is often, by Moses and by the Psalmist, described as "the Rock," "the Stronghold," "the Fortress". He whose feet are on the mountain peak feels his station solid and secure; he who builds upon the rock has a strong and safe foundation. A faint, poor emblem of the everlasting strength which is in God, the sure foundation upon which His people rest. 

II. The Trust Required.

a. A sincere trust, such as arises from a consciousness of need and weakness, and such as goes out towards a Being who is able to strengthen, to comfort, and to save. 

b. A steadfast trust, such as is described by the expression, "Whose mind is stayed upon Thee". This is leaning and resting upon God. It is the trust of the scholar in the teacher, the patient in the physician, the traveller in the guide, the child in the parent. 

c. A perpetual trust: "For ever," in all circumstances, for all time, and unto eternity. 

III. The Result of Trust "Perfect Peace".—Whilst self-confidence, trust in Prayer of Manasseh , distrust of God, bring restlessness, faith brings peace. Peace of conscience, peace of heart, peace of life, are all included; and these may be enjoyed even in circumstances likely to disquiet and distress. We are not, indeed, able to keep ourselves in such peace; but what we cannot do God can do, and will, if He be sought and honoured.

The Poor and Needy

Isaiah 26:6
"The foot shall tread it down" Shall tread what down? "The lofty city," as it says in the verse before: "the city of the terrible nations," as it is in another place. Those blessed feet shall indeed, by their journeys over the Holy Land, and then by their rest upon the Holy Cross—painful journeys, a more painful repose—overthrow that empire of Satan.

I. "The feet of the poor, and the steps of the needy." And what a world of love there is in those two clauses! not to be slurred into one, as if both meant one and the same thing. A man may be poor enough, and not needy: for his poverty may content him, and he may need nothing further. A man may be needy enough, and not poor; is it not so every day? for all his riches may not satisfy him, and there is the insatiable craving for more wealth, more power, more honour. But it pleased our dear Lord to be both poor and needy for our sakes. So poor, that He was indebted to love only for the grave-cloths in which He laid Him down to sleep, and took His rest in the garden of Joseph of Arimathea. He would be helped as well as help; He would accept the offerings of love as well as pour them forth; He would fulfil the future law of His own Apostles, "Bear ye one another"s burdens, and so fulfil the law of Christ". And where did the steps of the needy first lead Him?

"The day following Jesus would go forth into Galilee, and findeth Philippians , and saith unto him, Follow Me."

Would go forth into Galilee? and why? Because He would seek for assistance there.

"Now as He walked by the sea of Galilee, He saw Simon and Andrew his brother casting a net into the sea: for they were fishers. And Jesus said unto them, Come ye after Me."

And there you have the words, as well as the steps, of the needy. Now, take an example from this very thing. Remember: the next most blessed thing to affording help as you should, is accepting it as you should. It is more blessed—He Himself said it—to give than to receive. Therefore it inevitably follows, it is also blessed to receive. Of His fullness have all we received: but He vouchsafes to receive of our emptiness.

II. "The feet of the poor, and the steps of the needy." The feet of the poor are true to their title still. The King is exalted above all blessing, and worship, and glory, above every name that is named, of things present, or things to come; but He is the poor King still. Therefore He comes to you—not as that arch-hypocrite came to St. Martin in his cell, in gold and pearls, and costly array, commanding to be worshipped as the Christ, but in poverty still and humbleness, under the form of Bread and Wine. And does He come solely to give, and not to receive? Does He bestow Himself, and ask for nothing in return? Not so. If they are the feet of the poor, they are the steps of the needy also. He needs yourselves. This needy One seeks your full love: will you deny it? your most earnest help; will you withhold it? your very selves: and already they ought to be His.

III. "The foot shall tread it down, even the feet of the poor, and the steps of the needy." Why the singular in the first clause and the plural in the second? Why is the "foot" of the beginning multiplied into the "feet" and "steps" of the end? And here we see, as in so many other passages, how the same prophecy tells of the Head, and tells of the members: of both, as engaged in one work: of both, as combining in one battle: of both, as to share in one victory. The Captain of our salvation goes forth first into the field: "the foot shall tread it down": His servants follow Him to the war: "even the feet of the poor, and the steps of the needy".

—J. M. Neale, Occasional Sermons, p86.

References.—XXVI:8 , 9.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xli. No2430. A. Murray, Waiting on God, p93. XXVI:9.—W. H. Hutchings, Sermon-Sketches (2Series), p15. J. B. Mozley, Sermons Parochial and Occasional, p106. R. D. B. Rawnsley, Village Sermons (1Series), p75. R. E. Hutton, The Crown of Christ, vol. i. p71. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. i. No31. XXVI:12.—Henry Alford, Quebec Chapel Sermons,, vol. iii. p275.

People Who Think They Have Done No Good in Life

Isaiah 26:18
Israel was mourning before God. They deemed they had accomplished nothing. They thought nobody was any better in all the land for anything they had attempted.

How often God"s people thus judge and condemn themselves! They conclude they have only cumbered the ground. Life appears to them a failure. What Israel wailed of old is their lamentation still: "We have not wrought any deliverance in the earth".

It was pathetic that Mrs. Oliphant inscribed these doleful words upon the title-page of her latest volume of stories. She appeared to think all her labour had resulted in little or nothing. And yet we cannot doubt that in many senses that gifted and heroic authoress did work deliverance in the earth.

This is frequently the retrospect which God"s best and most useful people take of their life. Even C. H. Spurgeon at the last charged himself with "uselessness". He did this in a letter to his friend Bishop Thorold. Think of Spurgeon, of all men, self-accused of uselessness. It is one of Satan"s most depressing devices that he causes God"s people to cry, "We have not wrought any deliverance in the earth".

Let me speak to people who think they have done no good in life. May I but check this sore complaint which they utter to the Lord! Oh to give them, through grace, a more sanguine review!

I. Varied forms of deliverance are to be wrought. In many ways the earth is embondaged. "The whole creation groaneth and travaileth." Whichever region we contemplate there is abundant need of "deliverance". Captive souls are all around us; fettered intellects; bodies bound of Satan these long weary years. Who is entirely free? Verily there is abundant scope for "deliverance" to be "wrought".

II. To work deliverance is a supreme end in life.

III. We are all apt to declare that we have wrought no deliverance.

IV. This is a dangerous lamentation.

V. Only the people of God can work true deliverance in the earth.

VI. We shall not know in this life what deliverance we have wrought.

—Dinsdale T. Young, The Gospel of the Left Hand, p151.

References.—XXVI:19.—F. B. Meyer, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxxiv1908 , p312. J. Parker, City Temple Pulpit, vol. v. p70. J. Vaughan, Fifty Sermons (9th Series), p306. J. M. Neale, Occasional Sermons, p13.

The Lord Coming Out of His Place

Isaiah 26:20-21
What is the object of the retirement which is thus recommended to Israel.

I. Israel in retirement will see that God is the author of the great judgment on the nations—on the great monarchies of the Eastern world. One of the faults of this people, which haunted it from age to age, was that it did not see God in history—in its own history, in the history of the world.

Is it not much the same among ourselves? How do the majority of us Englishmen look at passing events, and especially at misfortunes, whether they happen to the world at large, or to our own country, or to our families, or to ourselves? If we think about them steadily at all we trace them to their causes—their "second causes," as our popular language religiously puts it—that Isaiah , to the forces or the events which appear to us immediately to produce these misfortunes. We ought not to stop at these secondary causes just as if they were living forces—just as if they were, to all intents and purposes, gods—as if there were no power beneath, behind them, to set them in motion, to control, or to check them—no Cause of causes Who is the real agent always and everywhere.

And if we would see God behind the agencies which, when governing us and governing the world, He employs, whether in judgment or in mercy, we must detach ourselves from the imperious, the binding power of sense: we must retire within the chambers of the soul, into an atmosphere of prayer.

II. And Israel in retirement may learn something of God"s purposes in judgment What a judgment means does not by any means always lie upon the surface. It only appears upon consideration, and it is missed if we do not make a serious personal effort to discover it.

Society as a whole has no eye for the drift of the judgments of God. God who rules the world unveils His mind to pure and holy souls, while He hides it from those who believe themselves to be the wise and prudent. To study the Divine mind in God"s judgments in time is to learn before they appear—to learn to read—the signs of the Son of Man in heaven. It is to prepare in the most intelligent and effective way for the final doom.

III. And Israel in retirement may have power with God in judgment The Israel of Isaiah"s day could do little or nothing directly. But indirectly Israel might yet do as much as, or rather more than, in those ancient times.

If prayer can thus reach the physical and inanimate world, much more can it reach the moral and the human world; and so now, while the world goes on its way as if it held its own future bound in its hand, its course is really swayed by those of whom it takes the very least account—by poor and uninfluential and simple people who live much alone with God, and who have ready access to His ear and to His heart Israel, in his chambers, Isaiah would say, might yet do more for the future of the world than if David had been still ruling from the Euphrates to the Mediterranean.

—H. P. Liddon, Penny Pulpit, vol. xii. No689 , p182.

Illustration.—An old writer tells us that he was reminded of this passage in Isaiah when he visited those remarkable sepulchres of the early Christian dead, the catacombs beneath the city of Rome. As he looked on those narrow cells cut out in the soft rock, with a brief inscription on a tablet in front of each, and read how first one and then another aged Prayer of Manasseh , or youth, or maiden, had, in one of the last great imperial persecutions, laid down life itself for Christ, he could not but feel that God had called that soul to enter into the chambers of the blessed dead, and had shut the doors about and hidden it as it were for a little moment until the indignation was overpast—until the blessed day of the resurrection when the Lord Jesus should come out of His place for judgment, when it would enter on its new and on its splendid inheritance of life.

—H. P. Liddon.

References.—XXVI:20.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xl. No2387. J. M. Neale, Sermons on the Prophets, p104. H. Hensley Henson, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxii1902 , p393. XXVI:20 , 21.—H. P. Liddon, Advent in St. Paul"s, vol. i. p78. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlii. No2459. XXVI.—H. Hensley Henson, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xliv1908 , p410. XXVII.—1-9. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlii. No2459. XXVII:3.—Ibid. vol. xxv. No1464; vol. xl. No2391. XXVII:5.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture — Isaiah , p121.

27 Chapter 27 

Verses 1-13
The Day of the East Wind

Isaiah 27:8
I take our text as a poet"s thought. Translated, then, I read these meanings in it: Firstly, Our trials are timed. Secondly, Our sufferings are measured. Thirdly, Our lives are compensated.

I. Our Trials are Timed.—"He stayeth His rough wind in the day of the east wind." It is something to know the east wind has its day. To everything under heaven, even the blighting scourge out of the east, there is a time.

In its larger aspects we are all agreed on that There are whole classes of trials that have their season as surely as seed-time and harvest have. God in the life means order, means succession, means changing discipline for changing years. When I once see that trials have their times, I gain a new stability and peace.

Take no anxious thought about tomorrow. Do not go out to meet your troubles half-way. Till the day of the east wind dawns it cannot blow. When its morning comes, a sovereign God will summon it

II. Our Sufferings are Measured.—The rough, rude, boisterous gale is on a man. He never could stand the blight of the east wind now. God sees: God knows: God willeth not that any man should perish. If the east wind must blow, the rough wind shall be called home that morning. And that is a poet"s image of God"s tender mercy.

III. Our Lives are Compensated.—The east wind blows. Is life worth living Today? Can there be any compensation for that searching gale? Just on account of that east wind, God kept the rough wind in its chains this morning. It is heaven"s compensation for the one that the other shall have no liberty to blow Today.

I want you to believe God"s ways are equal. We should fret less, we should worry less, we should have sweeter hearts, and far, far kindlier tongues, if we but realized God"s compensating hand. You have been crying out bitterly against the east wind; you have quite forgotten that the rough wind is stayed. You have no iron will, no masterful character; you are impressionable, yielding, almost weak. So is the sea impressionable, yet there are glories unspeakable of light and shadow on it, and a highway for the great navies there.

—G. H. Morrison, Flood-Tide, p220.

References.—XXVII:12.—J. A. Baird, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxx1906 , p148. XXVII:13.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol1. No2868. XXVIII:1-13.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p125. XXVIII:3-5.—Ibid. p132. XXVIII:5.—Ibid. p136. XXVIII:5 , 6.—J. M. Neale, Sermons on the Prophets, vol. i. p85. T. McCrie, Sermons, p304. XXVIII:10 , 13.—D. Fraser, Outlines of Sermons on the Old Testament, p189.

28 Chapter 28 

Verses 1-29
The Verifying Faculty

Isaiah 28:12
The Bible is always talking in our mother tongue. The oldest and greatest of the Prophets spoke in language which almost children can understand and appreciate. Take such words as "weary"; the child knows what it means when it sees its father returning from the fields and stretching himself in token of fatigue. And "rest," the little word needs no translation; and "refreshing," the very word which an apostle uses in later times when he speaks of "times of refreshing," new showers, larger rains, food in the wilderness, water among the rock. "This is the rest, this is the refreshing:" it is undoubted, it brings its own evidence along with it, it needs no witnesses and no certificates and no chemical tests. It makes its gospel known, and the world says, Well, master, thou hast said the truth; this is right, the heart feels it, the inmost soul is grateful for such proclamations.

We have in the text an exercise of what may be called the verifying faculty. The Bible alone gives you the all-sufficing answers to the all-including enigmas. Why fool away our time by asking adventurers and empirics to give us answers, when the Bible overflows with them, and our verifying faculty takes up the answers one by one and says, This is right, this is the voice of God, this is the outlined kingdom of heaven?

I. Take for example the question of consolation. You are told that you live in a system of law, that you are encaged or enmeshed in a great scheme of fatalism, and that things come and go, and we must accept them either in their going or their coming. Are you satisfied? You say to such visitors from faraway countries, miserable comforters are ye all! Away with you! for my soul loathes this evil meat which you set before it in its hunger. Who told you that these conceptions were wrong? You told yourself; the verifying faculty within you said, All that may in a certain measurable and momentary sense be more or less true, but it does not touch my hunger, my thirst, the sore of my heart, the agony that looks death into me. I believe in inspired experience; there comes a time when life so pulses and suns itself before a man"s consciousness and a man"s imagination that he himself has within his very soul the pleading and illuminating and solacing Spirit of God.

II. Now take it in the matter of repentance. The Prophet was offering this people in the context a very great offer. They were all drunk, they were all babbling mockers.

Yet the Lord made a great offer to them, He offered to teach them knowledge and to understand doctrine; He said to them, I will give you another opportunity: this is the rest wherewith ye may cause the weary to rest—repentance, be sorry in your soul"s soul on account of your sin. We know at once that the answer is right. Only repentance can touch sin; it is not something on the surface that can be removed by a mechanical act; sin is in the soul, sin is so to say in the very tissue of the spirit; it is a grief against God and a grief in God"s own heart, and God"s only answer to sin is creating the possibility of true, profound, poignant, and sufficient repentance.

III. Take it in the matter of obedience. Obedience is God"s way to refreshing; obedience opens the fountains, obedience points the way that will conduct you to the living wells of the living water. This is the rest—repentance; this is the refreshing—obedience; go back to God and find what you want. When you have lost your jewel you must find it.

IV. Then we take it, finally, at the very grave itself. We come to that awfullest of all sights, the descent of the coffin, the moment of intolerable agony, the dumb farewell, the speechless withdrawal; and there comes a loving voice which says of those who are interred in the hope of the Christian resurrection, This is the rest whereby He causes the weary to rest: Hebrews , she, is going to rest, to the last sleep, the holy slumber, out of which only one voice can awake her: this is the rest, this deep cold hideous thing, the grave, this is the rest. Then the soul catches the fire of God; it says in words that cannot be heard, O grave, where is thy victory, thou cruel monster, thou terrible thing? It has no victory; she has found in thee the pillow on which she can rest her weariness. And this is the refreshing; this tomb is not a grave only, it is a well, a well of living water, and in a mysterious, ideal, but not the less influential and effective sense, those who go down into the grave in the spirit of Christ and in the spirit of His Cross find below it the rockspring of which, if a soul drink, it shall thirst no more.

—Joseph Parker, City Temple Pulpit, vol. III. p83.

References.—XXVIII:12.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxvii. No1593. XXVIII:14.—F. D. Maurice, Christmas Day and Other Sermons, p105.

The Leisure of Faith

Isaiah 28:16
I. Of course, it is very necessary for clear thinking to distinguish the haste of our text from strenuous speed. Every one who is at all in earnest about things feels the push and the pull to get his lifework done; but a strenuous and resolute forwardness such as that is very different from the spirit of haste. "Unhasting but unresting" should be the motto on every Christian"s coat of arms.

1. I like to apply our text to hasty judgments. He that believeth shall not make haste to judge. In all disparagement there is a lack of faith. In every hasty summing up of character what is really revealed is our own want of trust.

2. Again, I think our text is full of meaning for those who are in a great hurry to enjoy, and perhaps the haste to be rich and taste life"s pleasures was never so markedly felt as it is now. Life has not been given us to enjoy, life has been given us to use.

3. Again, I keep whispering this text within my heart when I observe our common haste to see results. The man who believes in himself and in his message is never in a hurry to see results. What I feel is that if the Church of Christ really believes in her mission and her message, she must not be feverish about results.

II. Now when we turn to the dealings of God with men there is one thing that impresses us very deeply. It is the slowness of all God"s procedure in guiding and blessing our humanity. In all God"s dealings with the human race, and in all God"s dealings with the human soul, there is purpose, urgency, infinite persistence; but I think no man will detect hurry there.

Now take our text and let it illuminate that thought. It is because God believes in man that He refuses to hurry His development. We speak a great deal about our faith in God. Never forget God"s glorious faith in us.

And when I pass to the earthly life of Jesus, I am arrested by the same procedure there. He was leisurely, just because He trusted men.

—G. H. Morrison, Sun-Rise, p196.

Faith and Haste

Isaiah 28:16
"He that believeth shall not make haste." That does not mean he that believeth shall never be hurried. This matter of haste is not a purely personal matter. We live in a hasting world—a world full of conditions that we did not make and must accept. In the heart of a swaying crowd it is nonsense for a man to say, "I will not be swayed". The crowd settles that matter for him. But he can say, "I will keep calm and collected," and can make good his word.

Jesus understood life completely. He was more human than we are, because He was Divine, and His Divinity took hold of all that is essential in humanity. And that was the secret of the quietness of the life of Jesus. It was a life lived for the essential things.

I. It is missing these things that turns life into a rush and a whirl and a selfish struggle. The world is in a mighty hurry, not because its life is so full—though that is the way it always accounts for its haste—but because it is so empty; not because it touches reality at so many points, but because it misses it at all points. The more we hurry the less we live. Life is not to be gauged merely quantitatively. There is a qualitative measurement. The length of life is found by measuring its depth. It goes inward to the core of the soul. It takes its meaning there and carries that meaning out into the eternity of God.

It is true that under favourable circumstances selfishness may seem to live without haste. A man may take life quietly because he does not take it seriously. He may be quiet because he is asleep. But that is not the quietness of faith. Let not this selfish sluggard claim a place among the disciples of a quiet life. In the eyes of faith life in all its concerns grows ever greater, and the greater a thing life becomes in a man"s eyes the more disposed does he become, and the more able to live it out quietly. Haste is the product of a low and mistaken view of life. It is the outcome of a vast delusion concerning the things that matter and the things that last. Faith discovers the delusions, and lays hold upon the few great simple things that really count in life"s long reckonings—the clean heart, the good conscience, justice, mercy, sympathy, and the service of love.

II. And, further, the haste of the world is the result of the short view of life. The world is in such a desperate hurry because it has no plan, no toil, no aspiration which the nightfall will not blot out. Unbelief has no tomorrow. Worldliness has no time to live. We often say, "I wish I had more time," meaning, of course, that we wish we could dispose of the hours of the day more in accordance with our personal desires. But our real need in life is not more time but more eternity. Instead of saying, "Now or never," Christ teaches us to say, "Now and for ever". He that believeth shall find the eternal meaning and the eternal issues of these fleeting hours. He shall know that he has time in which to do his best because the highest faith of his soul, the deepest desire of his heart, the most real significance of his daily toil, goes on for ever into the eternity of God.

—P. Ainsworth, The Pilgrim Church, p168.

References.—XXVIII:16.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p138. J. Stalker, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lix1901 , p123. W. H. Hutchings, Sermon-Sketches, p294. D. Coster, Christ a Sure Foundation, Sermons, 1842-79. XXVIII:17.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxv. No1501. C. G. Finney, Sermons on Gospel Themes, p119.

Man"s Schemes

Isaiah 28:20
Two things we are asked to consider in this text concerning man"s plans and schemes: (1) Their insufficiency, and (2) their insecurity.

I. Their Insufficiency.—Man"s plans do not reach far enough, they are too short, he cannot stretch himself out upon them, and consequently it were folly for him to repose in them. Now the chief concern of man in this life Isaiah , or should be, the formation and maintenance of character. God alone can compass true character. God alone can conceive the plan which, being independent of all external and worldly circumstance, can build up and maintain a true all-round character. And has He not done this in the person and work of Jesus Christ?

II. Their Insecurity.—Man"s plans are not only found to be insufficient, but also insecure. "The covering is narrower than that a man can wrap himself in it." As Israel found their plans to be insecure, a narrow covering indeed, so shall we find our earth-born plans, whereby we would protect our characters before God and Prayer of Manasseh , fail us. As the house built upon the sand may stand well and look well whilst the sun is shining and there is calm all around, but will be utterly destroyed when the wind begins to beat upon it and the rain to fall, so our characters built upon our own feeble, insufficient plans will in like manner fall when the wrath of God shall descend upon the children of disobedience.

—J. Gay, Common Truths from Queer Texts, p83.

References.—XXVIII:20.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. v. No244. Hugh Black, University Sermons, p164. W. W. Battershall, Interpretations of Life and Religion, p31. XXVIII:21.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p147. W. L. Watkinson, The Transfigured Sackcloth, p221. XXVIII:23-29. —Ibid. p150. XXVIII:24-29.—P. N. Waggett, Church Times, vol. xlix1903 , p459. XXVIII:25.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxvii. No1626. XXVIII:29.—Ibid. vol. xii. No711. XXIX:11 , 12.—W. M. Taylor, Outlines of Sermons on the Old Testament, p191. XXIX:13.—P. H. Hall, The Brotherhood of Prayer of Manasseh , p79.
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Verses 1-33
True Imperialism

Isaiah 30:2
Many of the changes that time brings are on the surface of life. There is a certain stability at the heart of things. The great laws of life change not. The selfsame sunlight that put an end to Jacob"s conflict with the angel gilds our joys and guides our toils Today. So is it with these human hearts of ours. So is it with the great common sentiments and necessities. Motives that swayed men"s lives when the world was young can be traced in modern life. Life changes its costume more easily than it changes its character. When we say that history repeats itself, we do not mean that there are occasional coincidences; we mean rather that the best and the worst in human life have a tendency to perpetuate themselves, and that through all the ages the human heart beats to the same tune, cherishes some of the same nobilities and the same follies, and shows itself capable of much that is fine and much that is contemptible.

So we may go back through very many centuries and find in a bit of ancient history that which is repeating itself in the life of Today. The national question among the Jews of Hezekiah"s day was, How can we shake off the Assyrian yoke? And the popular solution of the problem was, Enter into an alliance with Egypt. True, Egypt was a land of many idols, but it was also a land of many horses and chariots, and full coffers. And there have always been those in the world who, when they have wanted chariots, have not been over particular where they borrowed them. There have always been those who would fraternize with an idolater—provided he was a rich idolater. Egypt was powerful with that kind of power that the world and the devil can fully appreciate. There is a might that calls to the world in the clang of iron and the thunder of horsemen and the clink of gold, and many there be that trust in it. There is a might that lifts not up its voice in the clamour of the world, but that pleads its rights and its power in the silences of thought, in the quiet inner place where conscience dwells, in the depths of all true feeling, and on the lonely heights of the ideal—and would to God that you and I had more faith in it.

I. The choice between these two is ever before us. Since the days of Hezekiah, kingdoms have risen to greatness and sunk into oblivion. The great centres of power and industry, of learning and dominion, have shifted steadily westward. Places that once pulsated with industrial activity and political influence have now little more than an archaeological significance. But the heart of the West Today is as the heart of the East in many a dim yesterday, and the thing against which the Jewish Prophet protested is the thing against which some one must protest still—even trust in the shadow of Egypt. Recall for a moment the stately and spiritual interest of a song that Israel sang in the days of a purer and more reverent national life: "He that dwelleth in the secret place of the Most High shall abide under the shadow of the Almighty. I will say of the Lord, He is my refuge and my fortress, my God in whom I trust Surely He shall deliver thee." Then the shadow of Egypt fell on the people. They transferred their allegiance, not deliberately, but none the less really, from the unseen to the seen. The great changes of life, and especially those for the worse, are often undeliberate.

II. The difference between the nation and the individual is mainly a quantitative one. If the national confidence is in the shadow of Egypt, it is because the individual confidence is there. The shadow of an earthly ideal, an unspiritual interpretation of life, a material estimate of success, has fallen on our separate souls. No wonder that men miss the divinity of history, and leave God out of their widest reckonings and their corporate counsels, when they fail to find them in their toil for bread, and, reversing the word of Scripture, say, "We walk by sight and not by faith".

III. The first debt that we owe to our country must be paid to our God. The highest service that any man can render to the Fatherland is the service of faith. To dwell in the secret place of the Most High, and abide under the shadow of the Almighty; to lay up treasure in heaven; to be reverent and prayerful and unselfish; to lean on God amid the simple toils and necessities and pains of one"s daily life; to manifest the heroism that passes unrecognized among men because it is heroism, and, therefore, clothed in humility; to be less worldly than you are often tempted to be; to believe in the deathless divinity of conscience, duty, and love—this is the higher patriotism, into whose hands at last the honour and the peace of any people must be placed for safe keeping.

—P. Ainsworth, The Pilgrim Church, p227.
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The Secret of Strength

Isaiah 30:15
Hezekiah was double-minded; he had faith in God, yet he was not free from confidence in the arm of flesh. The Prophet was inspired to dissuade him from relying upon an earthly helper, and to assure him that in returning and in rest he should be saved. Apply this message to our own day.

I. The Need for this Counsel.—This is manifest when we consider—

a. The dangers with which Christians are often threatened from without. Adverse circumstances, sore temptations, fierce assaults of the foe, are likely to disturb and to dismay. 

b. The weakness of which we are conscious within. Where shall we look for help and deliverance? Who are we that we should withstand such force, and baffle such craft? 

II. In Time of Danger and Alarm it is not Easy to Maintain a Quiet Heart.—The advice is especially hard to follow in days of religious excitement or unsettlement, in days of social restlessness and of political change. In fact, this counsel is most difficult to accept just when it is most urgently needed.

III. The Nature and Bearing of this Counsel.— The exhortation is to—

a. Quietness. A quiet mind is acknowledged to be a great blessing; it is only to be enjoyed by those who live in, and who breathe a serene atmosphere of devotion and fellowship with God. 

b. Confidence. This must be placed in Him who deserves and requires it. Faith in an overruling Providence; faith in a gracious and almighty Saviour; this is the posture of the soul which is here commended. 

IV. The Blessings which Follow.

a. Strength. This is a paradox, but it is a truth. Not the noisy, blustering, restless nature, is strong; but the nature which waits calmly and patiently on God. 

b. Safety. Whatever be the ill that overhangs the soul, whoever be the foe that assails it, there is one Deliverer, and He is Divine; there is one security, and that is quiet faith in Him. 
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Waiting

Isaiah 30:18
We have here two companion pictures.

I. The Lord waiting to bless. In the word "wait" there lies, first, the idea of longing and yearning. All true love is a longing to make the beloved happy. Second, along with this longing to bless there is something that regulates the flow of the Divine love, "Therefore doth the Lord wait". A man must be prepared for the gift, and then, and not till then, will God bestow it Third, there is often a wise and loving delay that a man may feel his dependence upon God. Instances—Martha and Mary, and death of Lazarus: "Lord, if thou hadst been here". Peter in prison, and at last moment, when hope is almost dead, deliverance comes. The Syrophenician woman—The Lord waiteth that He might be gracious.

II. The men waiting to be blessed. Our attitude has to have in it the same elements that God"s has—First, earnest desire; second, patient dependence.

—A. Maclaren, Contemporary Pulpit, vol. II. p126.
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32 Chapter 32 

Verses 1-20
Isaiah 32:20
The text of Coleridge"s Lay Sermon (1817), which he describes as "easy to be remembered from its briefness, likely to be remembered from its beauty".

References.—XXXII:20.—W. J. Hocking, ibid. vol. xxxvii1890 , p396. J. Percival, Sermons at Rugby, p85. F. E. Paget, Sermons on Duties of Daily Life, p311; see also Plain Preaching to Poor People (6th Series), p121.

33 Chapter 33 

Verses 1-24
God Is a Consuming Fire

Isaiah 33:14-16
This passage contains a question, and the reply to the question, and an assurance over and above the reply.

I. Consider the answer here given to the inquiry about dwelling with God. The possession of spiritual life—shown to be spiritual life by the external manifestations of walking righteously, and speaking uprightly, and holding aloof from evil—is the one thing which enables a man to stand without being consumed in the consuming fire of the presence of God.

II. We advance to consider our second point—the question asked by the sinners and hypocrites, or rather the statement involved in their question, that the God with whom we have to do is a consuming or devouring fire.

So long as we are in this world there is a sort of screen or veil interposing itself between our souls and God. God deals with us through the intervention of intermediate agencies, and thus there is no special distress, no very pungent misery experienced, if we are out of harmony with the Divine nature. But in the world of the future this state of things is altered. The screen is dropped, and the soul comes into direct, immediate contact with Deity, is hemmed round, and clasped in every direction, by Him Who is a consuming fire. To the purified soul, then, which has consented—willingly, gladly, consented—to be detached from its sin, and which, whilst on earth, has been changed into the image of Christ by the operation of the Holy Spirit, such close proximity to the Godhead is the source of indescribable gladness. But to the soul which has clung to its sin, and has identified itself with its sin, and has refused to be disentangled from its sin—this plunging into an element for which it is not prepared, and with which it has no affinity, this coming into direct contact with the purity and holiness of God—brings intolerable torment.

III. Something is promised us if we be of the number of those who walk righteously, and speak uprightly, and dwell in the presence of God. What is it? We may call it "inaccessibility"—the being placed high beyond the reach of anything that can really harm us.

—Gordon Calthrop, Penny Pulpit, vol. xvi. No926 , p129.
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The Invisible Presence of God (Advent)

Isaiah 33:17
There is a peculiar feeling with which we regard the dead. What does this arise from?—that he is absent? No; for we do not feel the same towards one who is merely distant, though he be at the other end of the earth. Is it because in this life we shall never see him again? No, surely not; because we may be perfectly certain we shall never see him when he goes abroad, we may know he is to die abroad, and perhaps he does die abroad; but will anyone say that, when the news of his death comes, our feeling when we think of him is not quite changed? Surely it is the passing into another state which impresses itself upon us, and makes us speak of him as we do—I mean, with a sort of awe. We cannot tell what he is now, what his relations to us, what he knows of us. We do not understand him, we do not see him. He is passed into the land "that is very far off"; but it is not at all certain that he has not some mysterious hold over us. Thus his not being seen with our bodily eyes, while perchance he is present, makes the thought of him more awful. Apply this to the subject before us, and you will perceive that there is a sense, and a true sense, in which the invisible presence of God is more awful and overpowering than if we saw it. And so again, the presence of Christ, now that it is invisible, brings with it a host of high and mysterious feelings, such as nothing else can inspire. The thought of our Saviour, absent yet present, is like that of a friend taken from us, but, as it were, in dream returned to us, though in this case not in dream, but in reality and truth.

—J. H. Newman.

Worship, a Preparation for Christ"s Coming (Advent)

Isaiah 33:17
Year after year, as it passes, brings us the same warnings again and again, and none perhaps more impressive than those with which it comes to us at this season. The very frost and cold, rain and gloom, which now befell us, forebode the last dreary days of the world, and in religious hearts raise the thought of them. The year is worn out; spring, summer, autumn, each in turn, have brought their gifts and done their utmost; but they are over, and the end is come. All is past and gone, all has failed, all has sated; we are tired of the past; we would not have the seasons longer; and the austere weather which succeeds, though ungrateful to the body, is in tone with our feelings, and acceptable. Such is the frame of mind which befits the end of the year; and such the frame of mind which comes alike on good and bad at the end of life. The days have come in which they have no pleasure; yet they would hardly be young again, could they be so by wishing it. Life is well enough in its way; but it does not satisfy. Thus the soul is cast forward upon the future, and in proportion as its conscience is clear and its perception keen and true, does it rejoice solemnly that "the night is far spent, the day is at hand," that there are "new heavens and a new earth" to come, though the former are failing; nay, rather that, because they are failing, it will "soon see the King in His beauty," and "behold the land which is very far off". These are feelings for holy men in winter and in age, waiting, in some dejection perhaps, but with comfort on the whole, and calmly though earnestly, for the Advent of Christ.

—J. H. Newman.

Far Off, Yet Nigh

Isaiah 33:17
Heaven is shown as a land of glory and peace and joy and rest. There is no darkness, no parting, no pain, and no sorrow. And yet we are given to understand from the words of the text that it is a land from which we are far off. A shadow of disappointment passes over us, a feeling of pain when we remember that the life of the blessed ones is far off, and we have a lone, hard road to travel before we can be safe—safe and sure in the presence of the King. That long road which we have to travel is life, and there is no cutting the distance short Although this life contains many comforts, luxuries, and pleasures, the beauty of the vision of the King outshines them all. And to us, even with the vision of that far-off land, there comes a feeling of disappointment. We want safety and happiness now. Why does God keep it all for that land which is so far off? It is we that are making a mistake.

I. God Does not Keep it for that Far-off Distant Land.—We are far too ready to think of God as a far-off God; we are teaching our children to believe in Him as such. We teach them that God"s angels spread their wings around them as they sleep, that He hears them and He loves them. Yet when the child asks, Where is God? we answer, Up there, above the sky. Are we not teaching the child wrongly? Are we not teaching him just that which we should not teach him, just that which we should not let ourselves think or believe—that God is a distant God? We think of God as One Who will meet us face to face in a distant world. Would it not be better to teach our children that God is always with them; that He is with them in their room; that if they go into another room He is there also; and that if they go out into the street He is with them still.

II. It is only by God"s Help that our Soul"s Enemies can be Overcome.—God sends us temptations to see what metal we are made of. Scientific men will not trust an untested instrument, and so it is that God would have us perfect. Perhaps never at any time in the history of Christianity has the study of faith in the face of difficulties been more wanted than now. Men are using their intellects and their physical powers more than ever before. Men require and want an answer where perhaps an answer cannot be given. God does not always see fit to tell us everything. Not till we get to the next world shall we see things clearly. The mysteries of life and death are mysteries still, and we are to wait for the far-off land before we can have all things clear.
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The Lord Our Judge (Advent)

Isaiah 33:22
These four sentences seem to sum up all the great lessons of Advent

I. The Lord is our Judge.—That is the beginning, and the condition of all spiritual progress lies in realizing the absolute and everlasting distinction between good and bad—the absolute importance of being on the side of good. Christ tells us of the everlasting distinction between those on the right hand and those on the left. Yes, in spite of the vice and wickedness of the good, in spite of the virtues of the bad, there runs a line, invisible, but as profound as can be conceived, in amongst us as we gather together, that distinguishes between those who at the bottom of their wickedness are serving God, and those who, at the bottom, in spite of all their attractiveness, are serving their own flesh, their own lusts, and their own selfishness.

The answer to the question "Who among us shall dwell in the everlasting fire"? Isaiah , He that walks uprightly; he who has done no wrong; for him this consuming and awful fire of the Divine presence shall be a vision of beauty and of the land that is very far off. But for those who have done wrong, what punishment must it be to simply find themselves in God"s presence unfit! They will find nothing else but the everlasting burning and devouring fire, with no other fate than weeping and gnashing of teeth. Those will be the horrible consequences of making the one irretrievable mistake. "The Lord is our judge." That is the beginning—to believe it in our hearts.

II. The Lord is our Lawgiver.—Surely if God loves us, He must have given us some guidance as to how we should walk, be able to know His character, and to come at last into His presence to behold the King in His beauty. We know God legislated for the people of the old covenant. He was their lawgiver. He gave them their ceremonial law to know how to approach Him, their social law that they might regulate their social life agreeably to God and for their own well-being. All that has been deepened and sterilized for us into those great moral laws illustrated in the writings of the Bible from our Lord"s own character. We know what is right and what is wrong conduct. More than that, the Lord has given us the laws of the Church, the requirements and ordinances whereby those who need education are taught and trained for God. "The Lord is our lawgiver."

III. The Lord is our King.—That means He requires our deliberate service. In all things, and in all parts of life the kingdom of God is to be promoted. All members of society should realize that because they belong to Christ they are to work for Christ, because they belong to society they are to work for society. "The Lord is our King."

IV. He will Come to Save Us.—If you search into your consciences you know that you want something which your own nature cannot supply, a cleansing profound, which reaches into the very roots of your being. You must be delivered not from the results, but from the very power of sin. "He shall save His people from their sins"—the same Lawgiver, the same King, He is our Saviour—"He will come to save us". He gave not only His love, but Himself.

—Bishop Gore, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxiii1903 , p72.
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Victorious Crippledness

Isaiah 33:23
This is a proverb amply verified in history and experience, "The lame take the prey".

I. This is Seen in the Overcoming of Disadvantages.—"The survival of the fittest" is man"s motto, but the Lord often disproves our mottoes; He shows how unaxiomatic our axioms are, for frequently it is the survival of what we deem unfittest which we are called to witness.

No man need make his disadvantages a reason of despondency, nor need any make them an excuse for spiritual ineffectiveness. Disadvantages become advantages at the transfiguring touch of Jesus.

II. This is True of Providential Supply.—Your course in life may be sadly hedged in, but God shall clear it. Your lot may be a barren one, but God shall fertilize it. "Have faith in God." Cry, oft as the day dawns, "Give us this day our daily bread," and it shall be given.

III. This is Illustrated in Triumph Over Temptation and Sin.—We are all lame spiritually. The tragedy of many lives is their temptations, but the Lord turns the tragedy into glory.

So in respect of our besetting sin. It has ofttimes laid us low. And we never feel our humiliating lameness as we do in its presence. But how many have received superhuman power so that they have taken the prey! Look to the exalted Christ Think less of your lameness and more, far more, of His power.

IV. In Christian Service we see this Verified.— How lame we all are who minister for Christ! But the ministry of lame men need not be a lame ministry. Power Divine is an overmatch for human crippledness. This has been signally demonstrated in the history of the Church of Christ. "Out of the mouths of babes and sucklings" God has perfected praise.

V. This is Discernible in the Spiritual Blessings which Abound Amid Trials.—One of Lord Lytton"s most celebrated characters said, "Pain does not conquer me," but what Eugene Aram vainly said the Christian truly declares. Pain does not conquer Christ"s people. They conquer their pain, and they often conquer by their pain. Think of all maiming as an opportunity of winning a great prize.

VI. This is a Parable of the Winning of Eternal Blessedness.—By human merit heaven was never won. Those crowned victors were all lame on a time. They thought that with their cruel limitations they would never gain that glory. But they overcame "because of the blood of the Lamb". The lame who trust their Saviour shall all at length shout with the shouting of them that take the prey.

VII. This is a Gospel of Individual Salvation.

—Dinsdale T. Young, The Travels of the Heart, p193.

Isaiah 33:23
I. The Lame.—It is clear that Israel, in her cleansed and forgiven remnant, is here indicated by this word lame. Impoverished in captivity, she had not regained her strength; but since God has wrought on her behalf there is to be no waiting; but, lame as she Isaiah , she may enter into the full enjoyment of that deliverance which, by the strong hand of God, has been accomplished.

Are we not here introduced to one of God"s great principles? The deliverances of life have been conspicuously of God. He has gotten unto Himself the victory. "Not by might nor by power, but by My Spirit, saith the Lord." And the victories of God have so often been won, not merely for the lame, but through the lame, as to constitute a law of God in human affairs.

II. The Lame Take the Prey.—May we not inquire concerning the prey which they take. "Then is the prey of a great spoil divided," says the Prophet. It was, in the first instance, the prey of their conqueror Sennacherib and the Assyrian power.

(a) It was the prey of conquest. These people had been for many years in captivity. Now, though so feeble, so weak, so impoverished, they have taken the prey of conquest, even their liberty.

St. Paul speaks about our deliverance from the bondage of corruption into the glorious liberty of the children of God. Christ said: "If the Son shall make you free, ye shall be free indeed". It is given unto us, in Christ Jesus our Lord, to possess the prey of conquest, the freedom of the "law of liberty". And in this respect it is the lame who take the prey. It is the man who is lamed by sin and who knows it: beaten by his temptations, and tempest-tossed with his many difficulties, who, relying upon the finished work of Jesus Christ, through love to Him, gets the mastery over the sin which doth so easily beset, and enters into the liberty of God, while many another, seemingly stronger, but often self-righteous, remains still in bondage.

(b) It is the prey of a rich experience. A bitter one "tis true, but a rich one nevertheless. We think that there is nothing like the sunshine, nothing like prosperity. But it is often the intervening cloud which makes the shining of the sun more precious, and the period of adversity which makes us value all the more prosperity. "I have got the sunshine on the sensitive plate," says the photographer. "Shut out the light now, close the door, blot out the sun, let me remain in darkness. What light I must have for to see at all must be subdued, broken up."

See, in the darkness, how the form develops, how the impressions of the sunlight are revealed! God has shone forth, in the face of Jesus Christ, upon the soul of Prayer of Manasseh , and away into the darkness, like St. Paul, that soul is driven that Christ may be formed, developed within. It may be that all along the sorrowful way that soul must pass in the shadows. But in that day, when the clouds and the mists will all have been dissolved, what a prey, a spoil, of rich experiences that soul will have taken.

—J. Gay, Common Truths from Queer Texts, p122.

References.—XXXIII:23.—F. B. Cowl, Straight Tracks, p18. XXXIII:23 , 24.—F. B. Meyer, Christian World Pulpit, vol. liv1898 , p4. XXXIII:24.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxxii. No1905. XXXIV:5.—W. D. Ross, The Sword Bathed in Heaven, p5. XXXV:1.—A. G. Mortimer, The Church"s Lessons for the Christian Year, part i. p69. XXXV:3.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. v. No243. XXXV:4.—W. M. Taylor, Outlines of Sermons on the Old Testament, p196. F. Hastings, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxxiii1908 , p38. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlix. No2815. XXXV:5.—S. A. Barnett, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxxi1907 , p52. XXXV:5 , 6.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p215. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlv. No2635. J. Keble, Sermons for Advent to Christmas Eve, p90. XXXV:6 , 7.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p221. XXXV:6-10.—C. Voysey, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xlvi1894 , p4.

34 Chapter 34 

35 Chapter 35 

Verses 1-10
The Mirage and the Pool

Isaiah 35:7
"The mirage shall become a pool." The illusory shall become the substantial. The life of disappointments shall become a life of satisfaction.

I. What some men have experienced in the sandy desert others have suffered in the common life. Humanity is mocked by a mirage more inviting and enticing than the semblance of the desert. There is the illusory in life, the mirage which allures with its promise of satisfying pools, and then mocks us with its leagues of desolating sand.

Disappointments abound: is it possible for us to attain to satisfaction? Is it possible to get away from semblance to realities? Can life become satisfying, and not a cruel procession of bitter chagrins? A disappointing life means an undiscovered God! The world presents the mirage: God offers the pool. "The mirage shall become a pool." The life of disappointments shall become the life of satisfaction.

II. It is a heartening thing for the preacher to be able to say to himself and to his hearers that these pools of God have been found. Some of the pools have been named, and their very names are full of soft and cool refreshment. Here is one of the pools of the Lord, around which the pilgrims are gathered. What is its name? The "wells of salvation "!

But here is another band of pilgrims gathered round about another of the waters of the Lord. What do they call it? "The river of God"s pleasures." And the real import is even sweeter than the phrase conveys, for its inner meaning bears this suggestion, "God"s delicacies". The pilgrims appear to lack the multitudinous and riotous revelries of life; but they have its finest distillations of joy. It is not always the man who owns the countryside who owns the landscape. He owns the estate; his almost penniless cottager, with the refined and purified spirit, owns the glory of the landscape. Which of them drinks of the river of "God"s delicacies"?

Here is yet another band of desert pilgrims gathered round about the refreshing waters of the Lord. They call it "the river of peace".

III. What is the testimony of the pilgrims who have been to the Lord"s pools? Here is a strain from the pilgrim"s song: "My soul is satisfied as with marrow". Here is another pilgrim witness: "He satisfieth the longing soul".

—J. H. Jowett, Apostolic Optimism, p144.

Reference.—XXXV:7 , 8.—J. Wordsworth, The One Religion, Bampton Lectures, 1881 , p181.

The Highway of Holiness

Isaiah 35:8-10
Consider some of the characteristics of the life of holiness to which the Prophet here calls our attention, and the conditions which are attached to the right of way.

I. "The unclean shall not pass over it." Until we are washed and cleansed from our "old sins" we are not in a position to pass over the King"s highway of holiness. We must pass through the gate before we can pass along the way, and that gate is the Cross, where the blood of Jesus Christ, God"s Song of Solomon , cleanses from all sin.

II. The highway of holiness is the path of "fellowship with the Divine". When Christ was here on earth He ever moved along this way, and He is still to be found there by those who pass it. We may put it thus: Fellowship with Christ is the privilege of those who are wholly consecrated to the Lord, whose supreme desire is to be holy as He is holy; and just in so far as this privilege is actually realized, the soul is more and more completely sanctified by contact with the Divine.

III. "It is the way of right direction." How often in life it seems as if we scarcely know which way to turn; we want to do the right thing, but we hardly know which is the right thing to do. But here is the promise if we are on the King"s highway of holiness, "Though we are fools we shall not err". The reason why we make such great mistakes as we sometimes do is surely that we get off the King"s highway of holiness. We allow ourselves to aim at some other object, and to be guided by some lower desire.

IV. It is the only way of right direction to those who are "wayfaring men". "The wayfaring men, though fools, shall not err therein." Do we not sometimes err because we have so little of the wayfaring man about us? We are called to use the world as not abusing it; surely it is the abuse of the world when we allow it to take the place of heaven.

There is a quaint old Latin proverb which tells us "The penniless travellers shall sing before the robbers". No wonder; for what can the robbers take from them? And many a Christian might sing defiance of all enemies—even of the great robber himself—if only we made over our all to its proper Owner, and regarded it as a sacred trust to be used for Him.

V. It is also "the way of safety". "No lion shall be there, nor any ravenous beast shall go up thereon. It shall not be found there." If you ask for an explanation of this mysterious safety, I point you to the words which follow. It is the way of the redeemed. "The redeemed shall walk there." Why has Satan no power to do us harm? Because we have been redeemed out of his power. Jesus Christ gave Himself for us, that He might redeem us from all iniquity And now that He has redeemed us, we are in a position to claim exemption and immunity, not from Satan"s attacks, but from his tyrannous power over us.

VI. It is "a way of joy". There is no real happiness out of the highway of holiness. Who are the happy Christians? They who follow the Lord fully. Who are the miserable Christians? Those who aim at compromise, who lead a halfhearted life; for the lion can tear and wound them, if not utterly destroy them, as they stray from time to time from the highway of holiness; nor can they enjoy fellowship, for they do not walk in the light; nor can they be sure of right direction, for "he that walketh in darkness knoweth not whither he goeth".

VII. "It is the way that leads home." We are on the King"s highway, and every step brings us a little nearer to that home where our own Father lives, and where we shall receive such a welcome as only a Father can give.

—W. Hay M. H. Aitken, The Highway of Holiness, p1.

References.—XXXV:8.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxxii. No1912. H. J. Wilmot-Buxton, Sunday Lessons for Daily Life, p63. J. E. Cumming, The Blessed Life, p34. XXXV:9 , 10.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p229. XXXV:10.—J. Parker, Studies in Texts, vol. i. p191. XXXVI:5.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xi. No646. XXXVII:14.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p242. XXXVII:14-21; 33-38.—Ibid. p235. XXXVII:23.—Newman Smyth, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xliii1893 , p168. XXXVII:31.—J. H. Newman, Sermons Bearing on Subjects of the Day, p203. XXXVII:36.—S. Baring-Gould, Village Preaching for a Year, vol. ii. p301. XXXVIII:1.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. liii. No3021. H. Grey Graham, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxiv1903 , p136. J. W. Colenso, Village Sermons, p1. H. E. Manning, Sermons, vol. iii. p311. J. Hamilton Thom, Laws of Life (2Series), p16. J. Fraser, The Relations of Religion and Science Considered and the Principles of Voluntaryism and Endowment Compared, p18. XXXVIII:1 , 2.—W. H. Hutchings, Sermon-Sketches (2Series), p30. XXXVIII:1 , 2-4.—W. D. Ross, The Sword Bathed in Heaven, p57. XXXVIII:1-5.—E. M. Goulburn, Occasional Sermons, p403.
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Verses 1-22
Added Years

Isaiah 38:5
I. God adds Years to Many Men"s Lives.—For example:—

a. In recovery from sickness. The sickness seems unto death. Hope is gone, or wellnigh gone. But a "favourable turn," as we say, is taken, and another course of years is added unto the man"s days. 

b. In the gradual strengthening of the constitution. A new and deeper spring seems to be found in the blood, which has "earnest in it of far springs to be". The delicate youth becomes a strong man. 

c. In escape from peril. The ship was foundering, and you were saved. A mere step or tuft of grass saved you from a fatal fall, etc. In one way or another, at one time or another, God has said to us, as to Hezekiah, "I will add unto thy days fifteen years". 

II. How we should Look Upon those Added Years.

a. With gratitude, as a special gift from God. Hezekiah sang a hymn of gratitude on his recovery. Do we remember to thank God for our added years; for "healing our diseases, and redeeming our lives from destruction"? 

b. With awe and resolution, as peculiarly our charge from God. What to do with those fifteen years: how shall we make them fruitful for the glory of God and the good of our fellow-men? They are God"s, by special and solemn trust; may we discharge that trust as under His eye, and as with the day of account hastening on. 

c. With constant mindfulness that soon they must be given back to God. They are only a small added portion; the last act in the drama of our life; the last stage in our earthly journey. Let your loins be girt, and your lamps burning, and be as those who are watching for "the coming of the Bridegroom ". 

References.—XXXVIII:11.—J. M. Neale, Sermons for Some Feast Days in the Christian Year, p1.

The Blessing of Persecution

Isaiah 38:16
It will be good for us if life is imbued with the feeling that all they who live godly in Christ Jesus must suffer persecution, that suffering is as much our way of bearing testimony and winning victory as labour can ever be, and that by these things, by humiliations, by anxieties, by impoverishment, men live, and in these is the life of their spirits.

I. Let me recall Christ"s own anticipation of persecution and suffering, an anticipation fulfilled in Himself, in His Apostles, and in His Church. We hardly realize the wonder of His first prophecy. At the very dawn and outset of His career He knew what the course and the end would be. He had none of an enthusiast"s dreams, none of the bright and daring hopes so often quenched in blood. The morning of His life was red, and all the weather of the day was foul, and His sun set as He knew it would, in a tempest of agony and woe. All through the history of His Church there have been the painful following, the hard battle, the heroic death. Until the spiritual earth and heaven are completed we shall have them again.

It was persecution that ended by degrees the earthly life of all the Apostles. One by one they filled up His sacrifice of weariness, crowning life by death. The words of one are enough: "Thrice was I beaten with rods, once was I stoned, thrice I suffered shipwreck, a night and a day have I been in the deep—" This is among the first pages of the noble and unfinished catalogue of Christian labours and Christian suffering. So much did the Church suffer at the beginning, that one of the early Christian poets represents the cities of the earth, each offering the Lord when He came to judge the world the relics of the martyrs who reposed in them. Not one city in all the habitable world failed of her gift So it has been all through. Some have gone home by a short, rough road; others have toiled on with bleeding feet for years ere they reached their last cross. In Japan, Christianity was literally killed out by the killing of every Christian. One form of torture there was to feed the mothers delicately, and to starve the children. The cries of their famished little ones would, it was hoped, shake the constancy of the mothers, and lead them to trample on the Cross. The martyrs have been tortured on the rack till every bone has been dragged from its place, and every nerve of the body has thrilled with agony. They have been flung into the dungeon to recover strength, and then been taken through the street loaded with chains to the place where they were burned to death. More dreadful even than the public martyrdoms have been the cases where the saints have been put to death in secret. In the Low Countries the Baptists used to be drowned alone and in the darkness, in huge vats of water, hearing nothing but the jests of the murderers who had "given the dipper his last dip". We must have patience, not for a short time only, not for a long time only, but to the end. The opposition to truth and freedom takes ever new forms. Such a difficulty rises up, such a trial stands in the way, such a temptation opposes, so we shall have it till the voice comes, "Ye have compassed this desert long enough," till the eternal day breaks, the one day known to the Lord when at eventime it shall be light.

II. The effect of persecution and of accepted suffering is life. When a great trial befell his Church, it was said of the leader by many who little knew, "This will kill him". By these things men live. It might kill weaklings, but if we are bound up with Christ, filled with His Spirit, the trial of faith is the minister and stimulant of life. We know how it is in the daily experience. We know how any great initiation into sorrow sobers, deepens, strengthens every nature that has in it the germs of good. There are regions of thought and feeling which may not be profitably discussed by those who have not traversed them. Many and many a time, even natures that seem poor and meagre are strangely enriched and ennobled by a baptism of fire. For the Christian, the trial brings the inner peace and power, and so we have the succession maintained in the world of men and women who out of weakness were made strong, waxed valiant in fight, turned to flight the army of the aliens. The soul that seemed rootless and fruitless has, again and again, disclosed itself under trial as a branch of the True Vine that rejoiceth God and man. Persecution has killed Churches, but hardly ever, I think, save in cases where the members have actually been exterminated. It will destroy a feigned profession, but by these things the true, the brave, the faithful live—as they never live when the sun went on shining, and the winds were soft, and the world wore a fair face.

III. The lessons are very simple, but they go very deep. Trials borne for Christ bring us to the heart of Christ The nearer we are to Him, the more calmly we shall look on the sunshine and the shadow too. It is His sunshine, and it is His shadow. Joined to Him we shall arm ourselves with the same mind, and pray for those who have wronged us or are wronging us. If they refuse to own us or receive us, let us hope for the time when the clouds will pass, and for the day of Christ, when all the flock will be gathered in the fold upon the everlasting hills.

—W. Robertson Nicoll, The Lamp of Sacrifice, p226.

References.—XXXVIII:16.—J. M. Neale, Sermons on the Prophets, vol. i. p151. XXXVIII:17.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. vi. No316; vol. xix. No1110; vol. xxiii. No1337.

The Value of Life

Isaiah 38:18-19
These words form part of the writing of Hezekiah, King of Judah, when he had been sick and was recovered of his sickness.

I. Notice the lessons there are for us in the conduct of King Hezekiah:—

1. To have recourse to God, in all time of our sickness, "to turn our face (as Hezekiah did) to the wall, and pray".

2. "To give God thanks on our recovery," to think of Him as our Deliverer, our Healer. The God of our life, in Whom we live and move and have our being, Who has added to our life a longer share of days. To think why He has added them: why He "has prolonged our days on earth, even for this end, that we may serve Him more faithfully, walk before Him with a more perfect, less divided heart.

3. The value of life—the value as giving us the greater opportunity for serving God.

II. Death was to Hezekiah a far darker, far drearier state than it is to us who are Christians, us to whom Jesus Christ hath brought immortality of life. If he had any hope of a life beyond the grave, it does not appear in his words.

But it is this very view of death, as the end all and be all of man"s brief existence, which enhances to Hezekiah the value of life. Because life offered, as he thought, the single field for serving God, he grudged to have it shortened.

We who possess the Gospel need not, and ought not, to think thus gloomily of death. The question put so touchingly, so doubtingly, by the Psalmist, "Dost Thou show wonders among the dead?" has been answered for us by the Resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ.

III. In that darker view of death which Hezekiah held, there is a lesson for our learning. Though death be not now the end of life, it is the end of this life, the end of our day of grace, the end of the period which God gives us in which to see if we will serve Him or not.

And remember, every life is wasted, every life is a misspent life which is not led to the glory and praise; of God.

—R. D. B. Rawnsley, Village Sermons, 3Series, p22.

References.—XXXVIII:18 , 19.—R. Scott, Oxford University Sermons, p232. XXXIX:3 , 4.—J. M. Neale, Sermons on the Prophets, vol. i. p160. XL.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlvii. No2733; vol. xlix. No2812. XL-LXVI.—Lyman Abbott, Christian World Pulpit, vol. Leviticus 1899 , p124.
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Verses 1-31
Comfort Ye! Comfort Ye!

Isaiah 40:1
How lovable the God who speaks thus! He allures us irresistibly. He commands our hearts. And the quality of the consolation He enjoins is so rich. Comfort, in the Bible, means strengthening. The word has deteriorated of late. It now too often signifies soothing, lulling to rest. But when God says "Comfort ye, comfort ye my people," He calls His prophets to strengthen them, to arouse them, to nerve them. It is a great and enduring empowerment which God desires for the people of His choice.

I. Comfort is commanded of God. Sweet is this "saith your God ". There is a God-given charter of consolation. Is not this very characteristic of God? In this as in all things God is very consistent.

Every congregation, whatever else it wants, wants comfort God enjoins it because God knows the deep and enduring need of it. "I was greatly comforted at Church," says John Wesley in his Journals.

II. God"s people have special need of comfort.

III. Verbal comfort is to be administered. "Speak ye comfortably to Jerusalem."

IV. Trouble survived is a comforting consideration.

V. The forgiveness of sins is a source of powerful comfort.

VI. The exaction of retribution is a ground of comfort.

VII. Relationship with God is the most solid comfort.

—Dinsdale T. Young, The Gospel of the Left Hand, p193.

References.—XL1.—H. J. Wilmot-Buxton, Sunday Lessons for Daily Life, p85. John Watson, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lvii1900 , p145. T. Allen, ibid. vol. lxx1901 , p72. C. Stanford, Outlines of Sermons on the Old Testament, p197. W. J. Knox-Little, The Light of Life, p159. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. iv. No221. B. J. Snell, The All-Enfolding Love, p81. XL1 , 2.—J. E. Vernon, Plain Preaching to Poor People (8th Series), p75. J. K. Popham, Sermons, p232. XL1-10.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p244. XL2.—J. M. Neale, Sermons on the Prophets, vol. i. p167.

The Message of Palm Sunday

Isaiah 40:3
That humble pageant from which Palm Sunday derives its name—that procession, so poor yet so royal, so fatal yet so victorious, whereby the Prophet of Nazareth claimed the allegiance of His people and challenged the power of their rulers—finds a picturesque memorial in the rites of the Eastern Church. The morning service is heralded by a procession from the western door of the church to the altar. First marches one who bears a burning torch; next a deacon, holding aloft a copy of the Gospels; then the priests and the bishop, with sacred images; and last, so long as the Eastern Empire endured, followed the Emperor in his most royal robes. All alike bear palm branches in their hands and chant the ancient hymn: "Come forth ye nations, come forth also ye people; look upon the kingdom of Heaven. The Gospel comes as a figure of the Christ" Those venerable words have a message for us Today; for they recall an aspect of Palm Sunday which is too little remembered. Year by year, when the day comes round, we give it a personal colour. Each one remembers a day, perhaps long ago, when the Saviour first made entry into his own heart; when first he consciously welcomed the King of Love. We do well so to remember, so to give thanks, and to renew the fervour of our loyalty. But personal faith is not the whole of religion. A Christian is concerned not only with his own soul, but with all humanity. He is pledged by the words of his daily prayer to extend the kingdom of God. He is bound on such a day to commemorate those eras of grace, landmarks in the history of mankind, when Christ has made entry into new realms, or brought new generations into His kingdom. He is encouraged to watch, as he prays, for the signs of a new visitation. He is impelled, as he looks upon some spiritual wilderness, to prepare the way of the Lord.

I. Preparing the Way.—Prepare the way! Does that mean lay out the Christian system before men"s eyes? Surely not. For the Gospel is neither a code of laws to be obeyed nor a set of principles to be learned: it Isaiah , first of all, the presentation of a Person and a Life, both human and Divine, which wins love and commands adoration. For that reason it can never grow obsolete so long as there are living men; for that reason, too, it needs ever fresh interpretation in speech and action—for only life can be the herald of life. As St. Paul says, "How shall men call on Him Whom they have not believed? And how shall they believe in Him Whom they have not heard? And how shall they hear without a preacher?" True! And the preacher must speak their language; he must understand the modes of their thought. Then he can go before as a herald; he can gain their ear by his sympathy, he can draw such a picture of his Lord as will appeal to them; and so they will open their gates to the peaceful Conqueror, so they will strew their palm branches and cry Hosanna in the highest!

II. A Divine Discontent.—The Church of Christ is irrevocably committed to a Divine discontent with the social order so long as it involves grave evils. But many of us have been infected with that facile optimism, born of material progress, which taught the middle nineteenth century to regard social evils as mere regrettable incidents in a victorious campaign. To the sufferers at least we have seemed to be apologists for intolerable wrongs. We must purge ourselves of this, one and all. We must reiterate the Church"s ancient war-cry—Our wrestling is not against flesh and blood, but against the principalities, against the powers, against the world-rulers of this darkness, against the spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places. Secondly, we must show that our discontent is practical. We must demonstrate that the brotherhood of Prayer of Manasseh , in the eyes of Christians, is no abstract belief, but a living truth which is to be realized in the concrete. We must prove our conviction that the kingdom of God includes the organization of social life. If the Socialist programme, fallacious as it Isaiah , inspired by a pathetic ignorance of history and of human nature, appeals to men"s hearts because it provides a simple cure for monstrous evils, how much greater and more permanent would be the power of a Christian ideal, towards which all were consciously working? Oh that we had such an ideal clearly before us Today! How it would shine in our eyes, how it would sound in the very tones of our voices, how it would lend grace to our daily deeds! There would be little need of argument or exposition; the Christian"s life would prepare the way of his Lord into men"s hearts, for they would recognize that in our age, as in the age of St. Francis and of Luther, He comes to preach good tidings unto the meek, to bind up the broken-hearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the prison to them that are bound.

—Canon Glazebrook, The Guardian, 24March, 1910.

References.—XL3.—S. Baring-Gould, Village Preaching for a Year (2Series), vol. i. p25. J. Service, Sermons, p1. W. J. Rutherford, The Key of Knowledge, p63. H. P. Liddon, Sermons Preached on Special Occasions, 1860-89 , p117. XL3 , 4.—W. L. Williams, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxxiv1904 , p74.

The Way to Heaven

Isaiah 40:4-5
There is a great work, a most difficult journey set before us all. We are at one end, and heaven at the other. Now Isaiah tells us that there are five things which we have to do in this matter: and they are set down in the order in which we have to do them. I. "Every valley shall be exalted." What does that mean? When a man begins in earnest to serve God, he finds so many difficulties, such different kinds of hindrances, so many defeats, that he is tempted to give all up as impossible. What does that man want, then, in the first place? Certainly comfort And therefore the same Isaiah , beginning his prophecies of the great things that God was about to do for His Church, opens them thus: "Comfort ye, comfort ye my people, saith your God. Speak ye comfortably to Jerusalem." Therefore it was that our Lord, coming to His Disciples after His Resurrection, began by saying, "Peace" (and peace is the same thing as comfort) "be unto you!" Half this discouragement arises from our own idleness.

And this—"every valley shall be exalted"—is set first, not only because it must really come first, but because also it is the most difficult. "Comfort the feeble-minded, support the weak," can be said in six words, but what a world of difficulty there is in them! And so it is in earthly matters: the filling up the valley is generally speaking a more difficult work than the cutting down of hills.

II. "And every mountain and hill shall be made low." For when Satan sees that a man cannot be discouraged from serving God, then he turns round and persuades him that he is serving God very well indeed; that he may well be proud to think how often he has resisted temptation, how often he has overcome difficulties, how often he has done great things for the sake of Christ. And Song of Solomon , except for God"s grace, that man is puffed up in his own conceit, thinks that he need no longer take any care to himself, and so falls back again into some grievous sin, and it may be that his last state is worse than the first.

III. "The crooked shall be made straight" That Isaiah , when a man is really serving God, he will go straight on in his duty, turning neither to the right hand nor to the left, not caring what this or that person may think, or what the world may say; but what God will say, how God will approve, how at last God will reward.

IV. "And the rough places plain." That part of the promise can hardly be altogether fulfilled in this world. Rough places there always are and must be: sorrow and trouble we shall have up to the very end. But the text tells us that it will not always be so. As surely as we have them here, so surely they can none of them enter in there.

V. "And the glory of the Lord shall be revealed." So it shall indeed be to those that are counted worthy to enter into the kingdom of Heaven. But what that glory is—or how it shall be made manifest—who shall tell? St. John could not: "Beloved," says Hebrews , "now are we the sons of God; and it doth not yet appear what we shall be."

—J. M. Neale, Sermons Preached in Sackville College Chapel, p57.

References.—XL4.—T. C. Fry, Christian World Pulpit. vol. xlvi1894 , p381; see also The Gospel of the Kingdom, p21. H. Scott Holland, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xlvi1894 , p385; see also The Gospel of the Kingdom, p37. C. W. Stubbs, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xlvii1895 , p8; see also The Gospel of the Kingdom, p59; see also ibid. p78.

Vox Clamantis

Isaiah 40:6
I would like to see the Church, all the Churches of Christ, holding their tongues until they had been shut up with the Lord, asking Him, "What shall we cry?" What did the voice say? It said, "Cry!" But that would be startling. Certainly. That would be fatal to slumber. No doubt; I never knew the Lord approve much sleeping; He does assign a few hours to rest, but it is a cluster of hours in which perhaps little else could be done. He is covetous of the daylight, He is miserly of the opportunity; He says: "Buy it up, buy it, seize it, have it, work while it is called day, even if it be so called by a stretch of imagination; make the light go as long and as far as you can".

I. I wonder if Christ would have said, "I would take a draught of water from you, but I don"t like the vessel; I can only drink out of gold, or silver certainly, not out of that rude thing of yours; I will go back to the city and bring up a proper vessel; I would not mind refreshing My thirst and cooling this hot summer that burns Me". Did He talk so? What did He want? He wanted the water, not the vessel. When the Church wants the water, the substance, the gift of God, the Lord will not disregard the supplication of His people. "What shall I cry?" The Lord says, Do not ask that question first; I have told you to cry; now you can ask the question, second, What shall I cry? But we must have the cry, the shout, the prayer that is so terribly alive that it will take the kingdom of heaven by violence. We must have these fever cries, these hot pulses, these shoutings without prompting. We may not have lost the message, and yet we may have lost the right way of delivering it. It would be possible so to read or speak even a great or true doctrine that not a soul would believe a word you said. The first business is in the cry—poignant, piercing, thrilling cry.

II. This inquiry for authority is well known by those who read the Scripture. There was a time when the Lord said unto a shepherd Prayer of Manasseh , "Go to Egypt". Why? "I have heard the cry of My people, the cry of pain, the cry of outraged humanity, the cry of instinctive justice: come, I will send thee, go thou to Egypt." And Moses said what the Prophet said, "Who sends me? What shall I say or cry if the people ask for my authority, if they ask my name? Shall I say that I am sent anonymously, or shall I be qualified, quiet, and empowered in every sense and degree by the possession of a name?" And the Lord said, "Certainly, certainly I will be with thee; if they ask the name, say I AM THAT I AM"—a nameless name, an ocean pool, an Atlantic dewdrop. "If they say again, "Who sent thee?" say I AM sent thee"—the verb, the one verb, the only verb, the seed verb, irregularly conjugated, but coming out in all its moods and tenses with terrible and expressive emphasis. Still, the point is Moses had his authority.

III. Now what was this man told to cry? It was a curious message, and yet it contained everything. He was to proclaim evanescence and eternity, he was to proclaim a universal message and give a particular application. "The voice said, Cry. And he said, What shall I cry? All flesh is grass, and all the goodliness thereof is as the flower of the field: the grass withereth, the flower fadeth: because the spirit of the Lord bloweth upon it: surely the people is grass. The grass withereth, the flower fadeth"—that is the evanescence. The clock strikes, eternity never strikes; time must chatter, eternity must be silent. He was then told to complete his message respecting evanescence by delivering a message respecting permanence—"but the word of our God shall stand for ever". The withering grass—the standing word; these two things abide Today; they represent time, space; the measurable, the immeasurable; the fading and the amaranthine. If all flesh is grass, we had better fall to praying, because the praying time is very limited, the grass does not take a long time to wither. "The grass withereth"—if it be so let us be up and doing, with a heart for everything, because the time is short, the opportunity lingers but for a moment, and every wise man says, "I am a stranger, I am a pilgrim, I can tarry but a night; wake me before the sun is waked".

—Joseph Parker, City Temple Pulpit, vol. vi p62.

Isaiah 40:6
Ruskin says: "We find the grass and flowers are types, in their passing, of the passing of human life, and, in their excellence, of the excellence of human life; and this in twofold way; first, by their Beneficence, and then, by their Endurance; the grass of the earth, in giving the seed of corn, and in its beauty under tread of foot and stroke of scythe; and the grass of the waters, in giving its freshness to our rest, and in its bending before the wave."

References.—XL6.—A. Mursell, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xxxix1891 , p381. XL6-8.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xvii. No999. J. Thomas, Myrtle Street Pulpit, vol. ii. p197. XL7.—G. Matheson, Voices of the Spirit, p64. XL8.—W. H. Brookfield, Sermons, p1. H. P. Liddon, Christmastide in St. Paul"s, p224; see also Penny Pulpit, vol. xii. No706 , p317. E. H. Bickersteth, Thoughts in Past Years, p201. XL9.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p251. Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxxii1907 , p182. XL10.—J. M. Neale, Sermons on the Prophets, vol. i. pp175 , 186. XL11.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. ix. No540; vol. xi. No652; vol. xiv. No794; vol. xxiii. No1381. C. Perren, Revival Sermons in Outline, p340. F. B. Cowl, Straight Tracks, p94. XL12.—G. Tyrrell, Oil and Wine, p274. XL14.—E. A. French, God"s Message Through Modern Doubt, p103.

Not Sufficient

Isaiah 40:16
There are so many things in life upon which we have to write the legend, Not sufficient

I. We write this upon Time; we have told off its centuries and have said at the close, Not room enough, not breathing space enough, not sufficient. We have received satisfactions and have been pleased with them for the moment and have said, Now we have entered into rest, and lo! our satisfactions have perished in the using, satisfaction has become satiety, nausea, and utterest disappointment. Who will show us the sufficient? who will lead us to the land of Enough? We have written this same legend upon the parcel or estate which we call by the great and promising name of Life, and we have lived long enough to know that life is only a variety of death, if there be not something beyond it, something explanatory, comforting, and crowning.

II. "Lebanon is not sufficient to burn" if we are trying to make up to God for our wrongdoing and most unfilial and horrible wickedness alike of sin and of ingratitude and of everything that belongs to ingratitude and sin. Let us cut down the forest on the hill and burn it, and of what avail will be the white ashes? can they touch the mystery of sin? is there any equivalent in matter to the great claim of wounded law, righteousness, and truth? When we talk of Lebanon and sin we talk of terms that have no relation to one another; they belong to different spheres, we are speaking about two different worlds and categories of things. Sin has no material equivalent; it is not an account that has a debtor and creditor side, and that we can settle by giving so much in return; the sinner cannot touch his own sin, it is within him, he has hurt the universe, he has pained God. What will Lebanon do for him? he is no longer master of the situation, he has parted with his strength, with his individuality, with every faculty and power he had that lay in any moral and spiritual direction, and he is left with nothing but the crushing sense of his own responsibility. Truly, in the most spiritual sense, what he has done cannot be undone.

No forest can make up for a broken heart. If you have wounded some spirit, if you owned the bank of your nation you could not pay in gold for that wound. You could mock the wound, you could say, I have come to pay you, there is your gold, now be quiet. Gold can never touch such misery; the trees of the forest, the beasts of the mountains, the cattle on all the hills, do not touch the sore that is in the grieved, the bruised, and the broken heart.

III. "Lebanon is not sufficient to burn." This is true not only in reference to sin but in reference to gratitude. We never can pay for spiritual service; between the gold and the service there is no relation. What shall I render? is a bigger question than it seems. You never can repay a spiritual favour. You can repay gold with gold, you can take a receipt, but not for spiritual ministry.

Herein we come upon the innermost truths of the Gospel. We cannot repay Christ, we cannot give God an equivalent of our sin, we cannot give God an equivalent for His mercies; we can ask, What shall we render? what can we do? then we are upon the right ground and we have started the right line of inquiry. But you can only repay love with love; along that line lies a great possibility. God seeks not mine, but me, the man; He cannot be paid with what I have in my hand, but He is willing to accept as part payment as it were—yet He would discourage the use of that word in its mercantile sense—the love in my heart, the temple I would build Him if I could: ana who knows but that many a poor man may be credited with having built the Lord many a temple? Renounce Lebanon if you want to pay God even in the matter of sin or even in the matter of gratitude; rend your hearts, not your garments; bring your hearts, but not your Lebanons.

—Joseph Parker, City Temple Pulpit, vol. vii. p99.

Reference.—XL21,28.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p263.

Upward and Onward

Isaiah 40:26
I. The upward look corrects the ever-present tendency to which all of us are more or less prone, to absorption in the things of this life. Only the light of the eternal falling upon the things of time can keep us in constant remembrance of their uncertain value and continuance. To become absorbed by them, being possessed where we should possess and being ruled where we should ourselves rule, is but a misusing of life and a misspending of strength for that which profits not. The upward look assures us that life is ordered both in general scope and in intimate detail by Him Whose love is not merely universal but individual in its concern for men. Whose care is not only for the vine but for "every branch that beareth fruit". Life"s facts are seen to be His purposes, and this alone explains and interprets those untoward experiences from which all men naturally shrink, and produces a calm trust and gladness amid all that tends to disconcert and dishearten.

II. The upward look ennobles our conception of duty—that stern necessity of which such a large part of life is made up. In its light alone we recognize that all work is worship, and that there is a glory in doing earthly things with heavenly aims which nothing equals. Duty no longer is regarded as irksome compulsion by the one who lives with uplifted eye—it is rather his opportunity for voicing the devotion of his heart.

III. The upward look enlarges our conception of service. For our Lord Himself bids us lift up our eyes and look upon fields that are already "white unto the harvest". The uplifted eye sees the world"s need as a dark background to the Saviour"s brightness, and with expanding consciousness of the gloom of sin comes a quickened impulse to service and sacrifice. The upward look has been in all ages the inspiration to onward effort, and those whose lives are to us as stimulating examples and supplementary inspirations laboured and died to save men just because they had first seen the Lord "high and lifted up". This is the secret of the lives of Carey and Martyn, of Chalmers and Keith-Falconer, of Mackay and Hudson Taylor, of Moody and Shaftesbury. They were one and all men whose eyes were lifted up on high, far beyond considerations of self-advantage and gain, so that they saw something of the need which compelled their Lord to the Cross.

IV. The upward look brings also into life a power for the bearing of the strain which Christian service inevitably imposes. The pathway of the disciple is the same as that trodden by the Master, Whose service meant suffering and anguish as well as the bitterness of ingratitude and hostility. And few, if any, of those who seek to follow in His steps escape similar experience. But he whose heart"s attention is directed on high "where Christ sitteth" learns to endure "as seeing Him who is invisible". To his gaze there does not only appear an open heaven, but he sees the angels of God also "ascending and descending upon the Son of Man"—present help in his need.

—J. Stuart Holden, The Pre-eminent Lord, p19.

References.—XL26.—R. Harley, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xliv1893 , p197. C. A. Berry, Vision and Duty, p61. XL26 , 29.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p268. XL27 , 29.—E. L. Hull, Sermons, p83. XL27 , 31.—A. B. Davidson, Waiting Upon God, p3. XL28.—C. Silvester Home, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxvi1904 , p155. XL29.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlix. No2812.

The Secret of Immortal Youth

Isaiah 40:30-31
I. Look at the first fact here, that of the dreary certainty of weariness and decay.

1. Of course the words of my text point to the plain fact that all created and physical life, by the very law of its being, in the act of living tends to death; and by the very operation of its strength tends to exhaustion. There are three stages in every creature"s life—that of growth, that of equilibrium, that of decay.

2. And the text points also to another fact, that, long before your natural life shall have begun t;o tend towards decay, hard work and occasional sorrows and responsibilities and burdens of all sorts will very often make you wearied and ready to faint.

3. My text points to another fact, as certain us gravitation, that the faintness and weariness and decay of the bodily strength will be accompanied with a parallel change in your feelings. We are drawn onward by hopes, and when we get them fulfilled we find that they are disappointing.

II. Now turn to the blessed opposite possibility of inexhaustible and immortal strength. "They that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings as eagles: they shall run, and not be weary; they shall walk, and not faint."

The life of nature tends inevitably downward, but there may be another life within the life of nature which shall have the opposite motion, and tend as certainly upwards.

The condition of the inflow of this unwearied and immortal life into our poor, fainting, dying humanity is simply the trust in Jesus Christ, the Redeemer of our souls.

Here is the promise. God will give Himself to you, and in the very heart of your decaying nature will plant the seed of an immortal being which shall, like His own, shake off fatigue from the limbs, and never tend to dissolution or an end. The life of nature dies by living; the life of grace, which may belong to us all, lives by living, and lives evermore thereby.

III. The manner in which this immortal strength is exercised. "They shall lift up their wings as the eagle," implying, of course, the steady, upward flight towards the light of heaven.

1. There is strength to soar. Strength to soar means the gracious power of bringing all heaven into our grasp, and setting our affections on things above.

2. Again, you may have strength to run—that is to say, there is power waiting for you for all the great crises of your lives which call for special, though it may be brief, exertion.

3. Strength to walk may be yours—that is to say, patient power for persistent pursuit of weary, monotonous duty. Only one thing will conquer the disgust at the wearisome round of mill-horse tasks which, sooner or later, seizes all godless men, and that is to bring the great principles of the Gospel into them, and to do them in the might and for the sake of the dear Lord.

—A. Maclaren, The Unchanging Christ, p12.
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Walking Without Fainting

Isaiah 40:31
God as the Source and Giver of strength is the Prophet"s theme in the text. "They that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength." Man by himself is weak and helpless and impotent, but succoured by God he is equal to any task. "With five shillings," said Teresa the mystic, when her friends laughed at her proposal to build an orphanage—"with five shillings Teresa can do nothing; but with five shillings and God there is nothing Teresa cannot do." And in that bold and daring claim the saint had Scripture for her warrant. "Ye shall remove mountains," said our Lord, "and nothing shall be impossible to you." And the Apostle Paul, as if writing a confirmatory comment on that promise of the Master, says, "I can do all things through Christ who strengtheneth me".

To the supreme feat of enabling men to walk without fainting the grace of God is equal. "They that wait upon the Lord... shall walk, and not faint." Life"s disillusionments and disappointments cannot make them swerve from their purpose. When life has lost its zest, its glamour, its radiance, and has become dull and hard and grey, they still remain steadfast and unmovable—faithful unto death. God"s grace is sufficient even in face of the stern, bitter facts of experience. Some of the ardour and enthusiasm and eagerness may disappear, perhaps, but still it enables men to walk, and not faint.

I. Let me give two or three illustrations of this truth. I will take first the history of the Christian Church. If you will look up the book of the Acts of the Apostles when you go home, and read what is there said, I think you will find that there was about the primitive Church a spontaneity and enthusiasm, a buoyancy that are wanting in the Church Today.

But the belief and the hope were both doomed to disappointment Men did not receive the Gospel as they expected they would. Instead of having their message welcomed, Christians found themselves brought to the stake and the block and the arena. Instead of coming back within the lifetime of the early Christians, nineteen centuries have passed, and still the Lord delays His coming. The dreams and hopes of the early Christian Church have been disappointed.

With the loss of the early belief in the speedy and easy triumph of the Gospel the Church has lost her lightheartedness and gaiety. She no longer soars and runs.

And yet she "walks without fainting" and without any wavering, but with dogged resolution has set herself to the task of bringing the whole world into subjection to the rule of Jesus. And beautiful though the soaring enthusiasm of the early Church was, I will venture to say that the fact that the Church of Today—awake to the difficulties and dangers of her high enterprise—still walks without fainting towards her goal is a still more wondrous illustration of the sustaining and strengthening power of the grace of God.

II. What is illustrated in the history of the Christian Church on the large scale is illustrated within smaller compass in the experience of every Christian minister and Christian worker.

III. The truth is still further illustrated by the contrast between youth and age—Christian youth, I mean, and Christian age.

There is one thing more beautiful than an enthusiastic young Christian, and that is a faithful old Christian. It is a glad sight to see the young pilgrim entering with enthusiasm upon his course, stripping with eager hopefulness for the race. But it is a still more beautiful sight to see an old Prayer of Manasseh , who has borne the burden and heat of the day, still pressing toward the Mark , marching boldly and bravely, even though his step be slow—"walking without fainting". Paul the aged is a finer and more beautiful sight than young Timothy.

—J. D. Jones, Elims of Life, p140.

Isaiah 40:31
This was a favourite text with Père Gratry, but he preferred the Latin rendering: mutabunt fortitudinem—they shall change their strength or courage. He liked to think that the courage of the soldier on the battlefield is changed into a higher form by those who accept the vocation to the ministry and become the prophets of peace to men.
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41 Chapter 41 

Verses 1-29
The Antidote to Fear

Isaiah 41:10
Fear is common to man; increased by, if it does not originate in, a consciousness of sin. The text indicates three reasons why the Christian should not be afraid.

I. God"s Presence.—"I am with thee." Powerful, wise, and loving.

II. God"s Relationship.—"I am thy God." These words imply on our part reverence, obedience, and submission; on His part guardianship and blessing. We naturally take special care of that which is our own.

III. God"s Promise.

1. "I will strengthen thee"—fortify thy heart against trial and suffering.

2. "I will help thee"—render thee personal assistance; direct, protect, fight with and for thee.

3. "I will uphold thee."

"The right hand of My righteousness"—My faithful right hand; i.e. a hand that could be relied upon.

The right hand is generally used for work.

The right hand is offered in friendship.

The right hand is placed on those whom we wish to honour.

—F. J. Austin, Seeds and Saplings, p53.
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42 Chapter 42 

Verses 1-25
The Smoking Flax

Isaiah 42:3
Let us try to gather up the thoughts contained in these two images. They are slightly different, but one thought underlies them both. The one refers chiefly to God, the other to man.

I. The idea of the first is taken from one of the shepherd"s pipes—one of those little musical pipes—crushed and trampled under foot.

The other picture is taken from the lamp in the temple, burning feebly and dimly, giving forth black smoke rather than light.

1. The "bruised reed". A soul just beginning the conscious Christian life, sore beset with difficulties, unable as yet to send out the harmony of praise and thanksgiving, unable to send up one real prayer.

2. The "smoking flax". Here we see the poor timid soul just beginning to wish to be of use, to let its light shine before men; sorry for a wasted life, longing to be of use, longing to be able to tell of the love of Christ, but timid; not able to speak so that others, seeing its good works and hearing its good words, may glorify the Father in heaven. It is a picture of the timid, unsatisfactory Christian—unsatisfactory to God, unsatisfactory to man. But Christ has a personal, individual care for every such soul.

II. The thought which the Holy Ghost wants to fix upon our minds is this: the tender love of our Lord; the way in which He keeps back His power; leading us on so tenderly; allowing the tares to stay among the wheat, lest one ear of wheat should be plucked up with them; His forbearance with those who are in many respects so unsatisfactory.

If I were to give you illustrations of this love the work would be endless. (1) His dealings with the Apostles, and His patience with their slowness to understand, their unbelief and hardness of heart. (2) The woman of Samaria. (3) Again, that woman in Simon"s house. (4) But more striking still is the story of Zacchus! These are instances of "bruised reeds" which have been tossed aside by Prayer of Manasseh , those of whom man had said, "you will never make anything good out of them". Yet the Lord Jesus Christ brought out the harmony of God from those "bruised reeds," and kindled the "smoking flax" to the full light of the eternal kingdom.

—Bishop Howard Wilkinson, The Invisible Glory, p46.
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Isaiah 42:12
The text chosen by Dr. Eugene Stock for the chapter of his History in which he describes the work of the C.M.S. in New Zealand, Ceylon, West Indies, and Malta.
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Seven Looks

Isaiah 42:18
I. Look Back.—Remember God"s goodness. Your sins.

II. Look Up.—In praise. "Bless the Lord, O my soul, and all that is within me bless His Holy Name." In prayer. "In the morning will I direct my prayer unto Thee, and will look up."

III. Look Down.—In humility. In caution. "Let him that thinketh he standeth, take heed lest he fall."

IV. Look Forward.—In confidence. In hope.

V. Look Within.—Daily. Thoroughly.

VI. Look Around.—Be vigilant.

VII. Look unto Jesus.—As your Saviour ( John 3:14). As your example ( Hebrews 12:2).—J. W. Mills, After-Glow, p175.

The Lord"s Servant Deaf and Blind

Isaiah 42:19
For our present purpose it is unnecessary to consider the modern critical interpretation of the servant of the Lord in Isaiah. We apply the title to Christ, and read the text as a sidelight on His life. That Christ was in the highest sense the servant of God and man is His own teaching. The Son of Prayer of Manasseh , He said Himself, came not to be served, but to be a servant, and to give His life as a ransom for many. It was the fulfilment of the will of God, the perfect rendering of the service claimed, that was the supreme object of His earthly life. He girded Himself through these mortal years, and without ceasing served God and man. Insomuch that the old saying carries a deep truth, that our Lord looked to hear for Himself from His Father"s lips the word He spake in parable, "Well done, thou good and faithful servant: thou hast been faithful over a few things, I will make thee ruler over many things: enter thou into the joy of thy Lord". But how should it be said of the servant and messenger of the Lord that He was blind as none other? How should it be said of Him Whose eyes are as a flame of fire, Whose look struck like a sword? Is it not told that when the Apostle saw Him he fell as dead before the intolerable lustre of His eyes? Did not His gaze pierce to the dividing asunder of soul and spirit, to the last recesses of the thoughts and intents of the heart? Are not all things naked and open unto the eyes of Him with Whom we have to do? Yes; but, as the older writers and expositors have pointed out, He was in a sense blind. They dwelt on the fact that His was the blindness that has no sense of difficulties. It is told of an officer attacking an almost impregnable fort that he was in great peril, and was recalled by his chief. To disobey the recall was death, if only he saw it. He was blind in one eye, and when told of the recall he turned the blind eye on the signal, and asked that the battle should continue. This is the blindness of Christ and His faithful. "Who art thou, O great mountain?" Christ indeed lifted His eyes to the hills, but not to these lower hills that block the wav and close us in. He lifted His eyes to the everlasting mountains, towering far above them, on whose summit the final feast of triumph is to be spread. Beyond the obstacles and thwartings that marked His earthly course He had a vision of the patience of God. He was blind, I say, to difficulty, even as His Apostle was. None of these things moved Him. A king about to engage an army five times as large as his own, prayed to God that He would take away from him the sense of numbers. The sense of Numbers , in the earthly manner, Christ never possessed. On that side He was blind.

I. But I speak specially of His blindness to much in life that we consider it legitimate to see. He was blind to the allurement of our ordinary ambitions.

(1) The desire for money never seemed to touch Him.

(2) He was blind also, so far as we can tell, to that region which is the scene of the chief triumphs and apostasies of the heart—the rich and volcanic and often wasted region of passion. I think that Dora Greenwell"s remark is true, that the passion of love which forms the staple of imaginative literature is absolutely unknown to the New Testament. (3) Once more, the sphere of art and culture He seems to have left alone. Hebrews , the Poet of the universe, was not interested in poetry. He glanced at the Divine glory of the lily, and said that it surpassed even the glory of Solomon. But of the treasures and marvels of human art and imagination He had nothing to say, and apparently nothing to think. On these sides who, we ask, was blind as He that is perfect, and blind as the Lord"s servant?

In the same way He was deaf not only to counsels of evil, but to much that seemed legitimate. Here, also, it appeal"s as it many pleasant voices that spoke to Him might have been heeded without sin, and to His happiness. There are voices we think ourselves right in heeding which He might have heeded too. His life might have been richer, easier, more solaced, but He made sharp choices and stern renunciations and swift decisions, and so the fullness of life was not for Him, and its allurement and appeal were vain.

II. Let us not be afraid of anything, whatever it be, that ministers to the energy of our life in Christ But I suspect that most of us have to restrict ourselves for the kingdom of heaven"s sake. Most of us, if we are to enter into life, must enter more or less maimed. Most of us have to be deaf and blind to solicitations which stronger people might obey innocently enough. No one in recent years has preached more powerfully the hallowing of the common life than the late Dr. Dale of Birmingham. He was eager and strenuous for many years as a preacher, as a student, as a social reformer, and as a politician. Yet in the end of his life he came to the conclusion, wrongly perhaps, that he would have done more and been more if he had kept himself more closely to the work of a Christian minister. Yes, we have to be deaf and blind; but we need not grudge it, for the time is coming when, in the other life, all our energies will find free scope. A character in a recent novel was accustomed to say about some blessing that it must come soon. Her mouth was made up for it Her friend replied that this world is just for us to make up our mouths in, and the next is for filling them. We can forgo what has to be forgone, if we look up to the heaven that darkles and shines above us, and remember that all things will there come back and be present again except repented and forgiven sin.

III. In the end we are to be blind to all things in comparison with the beauty of Christ, deaf to all voices but His own. It is for this we seek the House of God—to hear the call which the world through the week is trying to drown, in the hush of the Sabbath day.

Remember He was never deaf and never blind when a soul sought Him. Behold, the Lord"s ear is not heavy that it cannot hear, neither is His arm shortened that it cannot save. Remember Him on the Cross in a strait where two seas met Deep called to deep, the sea of misery to the sea of mercy. The Lord"s ear was very heavy, but not heavy that it could not hear the thief. His arm was shortened, nailed to the wood, but not shortened that it could not save. That day the Lord and the thief were together in the new country. If thou seek Him He will be found of thee. Before we speak He calls that we may turn round to Him and say, "When Thou saidst, Seek ye My Face, ray heart said unto Thee, Thy Face, Lord, will I seek."

—W. Robertson Nicoll, The Lamp of Sacrifice, p1.
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Verses 1-28
The Immanence of God

Isaiah 44:8
In the Christian view of God there are two attributes which it is not easy for the human reason to combine. One of them we call the transcendence of God; to the other we give the name of immanence.

I. What do we mean by the Divine transcendence? We mean that apart from and above the universe there lives and reigns a personal Creator.

And what do we mean by the immanence of God? We mean the presence of the Almighty in creation. A God transcendent, like some mighty sculptor, models with His deft hand the human form; but a God who is immanent looks through human eyes, and thinks in the thinking of the human brain.

At different times in the history of man these differing attributes have received special prominence. Today it is the immanence of God that is claiming the chief thought of Western Christendom. The chief causes of this change are two. The one is the devotion of our age to science, and the other is the modern delight in nature.

II. The immanence of God is a great truth to be grasped firmly by the believing soul; but to say that the immanence of God is everything is to be a traitor to tomorrow.

1. When we deny transcendence, we cease to have a God who is a person. The God of the pantheist may be a flowing stream; He certainly is not a living spirit.

2. The popular pantheism of Today is also fatal to human personality. Slip the anchor of the living God, and you slip the anchor of accountability.

3. The popular pantheism of Today is certain to put our moral life in jeopardy, for it destroys, and must inevitably destroy, the sharp distinction between good and evil. The moral power of the cross of Christ has operated in a twofold way. It has not only made goodness very beautiful. It has also made sin exceeding sinful.

4. It is a bad thing to vilify humanity; I believe it is even worse to deify it. If the life of God be the life of the human race, and the activity of God be man"s activity, where is your standard to tell that this is right, and to say with authority that that is wrong?

But some one may perhaps say what about con-science—is there not always left the voice of conscience? To which we would answer, as Knox did to Mary, "Conscience, madam, requires to be educated". We may picture conscience as a simple thing, but conscience is very far from being simple. It is no more simple than the ear is simple—that outward organ for the voice of God. It has been educated through the stress of years; and it still responds for a period of time to the calling of a faith that is disowned. But the day must come when conscience will grow weak, and fail to pronounce its verdict with authority, unless it is fed again with that same nourishment that has kept it strong and tender to this hour. There is nothing in an exclusive immanence that has any power to reinforce the conscience. And not only Song of Solomon , but, as has often been noted, the logical outcome is this, that might is right. If God and the life of His universe be one, then the mightier the life, the more of God. There is no room for the baffled and the weak—no place for the useless, the beaten, and the fallen—in a world whose God is but a stream of being which neither can pity nor can love.

III. From all such thoughts, whatever be their charm, let us come back to the Fatherhood of God. There is transcendence in the thought of fatherhood—the sweet and perfect sovereignty of love. And in fatherhood no less is immanence, for the father"s life is in the child, and in ways not less real because they are undefinable, father and child are one.

—G. H. Morrison, The Wings of the Morning, p183.

References.—XLIV:17.—Christian World Pulpit, vol. lvii1900 , p170. W. Boyd Carpenter, ibid. vol. lxvi1904 , p113.

Isaiah 44:20
Dr. Eugene Stock, in his history of the Church Missionary Society, mentions that this was the text chosen by the Rev. Daniel Corrie when he preached one of the early sermons for the Society in1816. The text was suggested by his personal experiences of Indian religion. He spoke at a time when suttee, child murder, and other crimes were rife.

References.—XLIV:20.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlvi. No2686. A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p307. Henry Alford, Quebec Chapel Sermons, p299. XLIV:21.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xl. No2384. XLIV:21-23.—W. A. Moberly, The Old Testament in Modern Light, p122. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxxii. No1895.

Clouds Removed

Isaiah 44:22
The bestowing of spiritual blessings is a warrant for the expectation of all needful temporal blessings. This passage is the foundation on which God caused His ancient people to rest. He had blotted out their transgressions, and therefore they might look to Him, as the true object of worship, for consolation, and for deliverance.

I. Clouds the Result of Transgressions.—As the natural clouds are formed by the vapours drawn up from the sea, Song of Solomon , in a degree, those clouds which darken our skies are the effects of our transgressions. Our metaphorical clouds, which produce real misery, are the projected results of our disordered condition. Moral disorder is the consequence of sinful conditions. By our sins we make the clouds, which darken the skies, obscure the landscape, take the sunlight out of existence, and make our days wretched. Our miseries are often our own making. Ideal troubles are very numerous, and very real. Sin disorders the brain, and leads to dread forebodings.

II. Clouds the Ministers of God"s Mercy.—The natural clouds are the ministers of God"s mercy, the testimonies of His faithful care, of His loving thoughtfulness for the children of men. But how wonderful that the clouds of our sins should be the ministers of His mercy! The misery of sin may be followed by the great blessing of forgiveness. The clouds lead us to appreciate the glorious sunlight.

III. Clouds Dispersed.— There are laws in the natural world, and there must be laws in the moral world. Clouds move in obedience to nature"s laws; and the clouds of our sins cannot be blotted out in an arbitrary method. God is a Father, but He is a King and moral Governor. Even He has only a right to blot out transgressions, because He has redeemed. This redemption may refer to temporal deliverance; but Isaiah breathes the very spirit of the Gospel. God blots out sin by devising the method of redemption, and by not sparing His Son. God is not vindictive. God did not force the Son to the work. And yet God did not spare. That last word tells the story of God"s love for the Song of Solomon , and tender pity for sinning men.

IV. After Cloud the Sunshine.—God"s forgiving, redeeming love scatters the clouds. The sunlight rejoices our hearts. We are gladdened by the sweet light of trustfulness. The life of the Christian is the bright sunshine of an ever-increasing and ever-developing trustfulness. How pleasant thus to dwell! How glorious to feel its sweet and kindly rays playing about our natures, gently but surely nourishing us up to spiritual health and beauty. Hope cannot nourish under a cloud. When the Sun of Righteousness arises and scatters the clouds, then there will be in the soul answering fruitfulness. The very clouds of our sins should make us fruitful when we stand in the sunlight. What return shall we make for love so vast? The forgiven man should be the hopeful, trustful, and fruitful man. When sin is blotted out, then the soul is started on a career of never-ending fruitfulness.

V. Clouds as Pathetic Preachers.—"Return unto Me." Every time we see the clouds sweeping across the heavens, let us listen to their still small voice; let us hear their persuasive, pathetic entreaty. The Almighty bases His appeal upon the blessed work He has accomplished. He beseeches by means of the departing clouds of our sins. Return! God woos us as if our happiness were necessary to His own happiness. Let all return unto God, the true soul-rest; for all live too much in the cloud, while we might rejoice in the sunlight.

References.—XLIV:22.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xliv. No2563; vol. xlix. No2847. A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p317; see also Greed and Conduct, p170. XLIV:22 , 23.—R. E. Hutton, The Crown of Christ, vol. ii. p7. XLIV:23.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxi. No1240; vol. xlii. No2450. XLIV:28.—A. H. Bradford, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lx1901 , p156. XLV.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlix. No2815; vol1. No2867.
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Verses 1-25
The Treasures of Darkness

Isaiah 45:3
I. There are Treasures of Darkness.—Darkness is approached from two standpoints in God"s Book. From one viewpoint it is something to be feared, dreaded, loathed. But darkness is shown to us from another angle of vision, and then it is desirable, inestimable in worth.

He who knows what is in darkness assures us that He will give us the treasures of darkness. But what is the literal meaning of these words? In the East of old, instead of depositing their wealth with the bankers as we do, they would dig deep pits or excavate and construct subterranean chambers in which they placed their treasures. So that as a matter of fact most of their possessions were "treasures of darkness".

God promises Cyrus that he shall tap the buried wealth of Babylon. But what does this promise mean for us? In an infinitely grander sense God promises to us in the ends of the ages "the treasures of darkness".

1. There are treasures of literal darkness. When darkness covers the earth millions on millions of worlds flash upon our view, all mansions of the Father"s house. The stars in their "mystic dance" are treasures of darkness.

Many of life"s best gifts are "treasures of darkness". Is not sleep such a treasure?

The world of nature abounds in illustrations of this fact. Every lovely flower is a treasure of darkness: it springs up through the dark earth and blooms a parable of beauty. Every harvest is a treasure of darkness. The whole circle of Nature illustrates abundantly the idea of my text. Our debt to darkness is incalculable.

2. There is mental darkness. In a sphere of darkness we dwell, and but here and there are glints of light Very depressing this darkness Isaiah , but God gives us treasures out of it. Facts, truths, philosophies, aspirations that are grander than realizations, dreams that are the true realities.

3. Are there treasures in social darkness? Sickness, bereavement, disappointment, business anxiety or reverses. Dark are these experiences. Yet God gives treasures out of them. Philip Melanchthon said, "Were I without cares I should be without prayers". It is true of us all. Prayer is a treasure of darkness. The Bible is a treasure of darkness. It is but as a great book to us till sorrow comes, and then it becomes, as it is in truth, the Word of God.

Marvellous treasures come out of social gloom. In literature, in art, but supremely in perfected character, we are always discovering the encircling power of sorrow.

4. Dare we ask if God gives treasures of moral darkness? This is the most gruesome darkness the world knows. Bushnell describes moral evil as "the night side of creation". And we owe much to it We speak only of sin that has been repented of. We are humbler, more tender, more ardent after holiness, more instinct with evangelistic sympathy, because of the past sins over which we grieve.

5. The mortal darkness will inevitably fall upon us ere long. What men call death will shadow us. Strong consolation. The peace of resignation. Hope on the atoning sacrifice of the Saviour. Blessed anticipations and outlooks. These are treasures of that final darkness.

II. The Treasures of Darkness may be our possession. All life"s darkness may yield us enrichment. Our ignorance, our depression, our sorrow, our very sin, our death itself. Out of all our anxieties, loss, annoyance, tribulation, may come a wealth which can never take to itself wings and fly away.

—Dinsdale T. Young, Unfamiliar Texts, p233.

Divinely Girded

Isaiah 45:5
Many things are done without our intelligence. Our intelligence is oftentimes our only difficulty and only danger. It would often be happier for us if we had no heads. We are ruined by what we think we da know, and if any man thinketh he knoweth anything as it really Isaiah , he knows nothing. The Bible is full of explanations that are clear, simple, definite, and final. There is no book so final as the Bible. There are times when we want the final voice; that is to say, a voice which we feel is final; there cannot be anything beyond it that is contrary to it. That is the strength of every message, that is the sole power of every true ministry. A man who is uncertain of his message had better not deliver it.

I. Concerning the Bible answer I make three submissions. First, that it is adequate. The Bible says, The Lord reigns; you do not see everything just as it is in its real purpose and its full scope, you are walking in shadows, the colours are all blurred, but wait for the end, for the upsumming of life"s mystery by the God of life, and God will justify Himself. There is but one Lord, there is only one enduring throne; you must not, therefore, judge anything before the time, the hour of judgment has not come, criticism must not yet be invoked, because the whole case is not before us; wait, wait patiently; O rest in the Lord. We have in this chapter and in the text great voices which bring with them their own adequacy: "I have holden thee; I will go before thee; I will break in pieces the gates of brass, and cut in sunder the bars of iron; I will give thee the treasures of darkness and hidden riches of secret places; I have even called thee by thy name; I have surnamed thee; I have girded thee, though thou hast not known Me."

II. The explanation is reasonable. It puts a living Personality at the head of things, it dismisses blind fate and enthrones a living God: no matter if He be invented, there He is; the imagination that invented fate has but a poor wing compared with the imagination that invented God. It is reasonable to believe that things are governed by an Infinite Intelligence; it is reasonable to suppose that God, having made this universe, has not discarded it: He who created the universe pledged Himself by that very act to redeem it; creation and redemption are terms implying one another.

III. The explanation is not only adequate and reasonable, but it is ennobling. All this was worth going through because of the issue; we are being watched, inspired, guided. Once let that faith get hold of the soul, and that faith will mean Sabbath day, a holy peace, a celestial, unruffled tranquillity. We are being educated, moulded, we are being made meet for the master"s service, we are having another faculty added to the sum-total of our present manhood; we are being refined, purified, chastened.

—Joseph Parker, City Temple Pulpit, vol. vii. p39.

References.—XLV:5.—T. G. Selby, The Imperfect Angel, p50. XLV:7.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. iv. No183. R. J. Campbell, A Faith for Today, p107. XLV:15.—G. F. Williams, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xxxviii1890 , p309. J. Leckie, Sermons Preached at Ibrox, p94. R. F. Horton, The Hidden God, p3. XLV:15-19.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p326.

Isaiah 45:15
Compare the words with which Mr. G. T. Romanes closed his Darwin, and after Darwin in1892: "As I said, at the beginning, the religious thought of our generation has been more than ever staggered by the question—Where is now thy God? But I have endeavoured to show that the logical standing of the case has not been materially changed; and when this cry of reason pierces the heart of Faith it remains for Faith to answer now, as she always answered before—and answered with that trust which is at once her beauty and her life—Verily thou art a God that hidest Thyself."

References.—XLV:19.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. ix. No508. XLV:22.—Ibid. vol. ii. No60; vol. xlviii. No2805; vol1. No2867. David Macrae, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lii1897 , p363. R. J. Campbell, ibid. vol. lvi1899 , p312; see also A Faith for Today, p29. XLV:24 , 25.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlviii. No2793. XLVI:1-4.—Ibid. vol. xxxiv. No2056. XLVI:4.—Ibid. vol. ii. p. lxxxi. J. D. Jones, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxvii1905 , p407. J. Page Hopps, Sermons of Sympathy, p83. XLVI:4-11.—P. H. Hall, The Brotherhood of Prayer of Manasseh , p157.
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Verses 1-13
Religious Uses of Memory

Isaiah 46:9
Of all the powers that God has given us, none is more wonderful than memory. For what is memory? It is a twofold power. It is the power that gathers in the past, and crowds into some secret cabinet here the twice ten thousand things that we have learned. And then it is the power that out of that crowded storehouse brings the things forth again, calls them to mind.

I. There is no religion which lays such an emphasis on memory as Christianity. What do we call Christ"s sayings? We call them memorable words. The words of Jesus are like the seal upon the wax. Once stamped with th s and memory will bear them to the end. Christ recognized the character of memory in making His words so memorable as that.

II. Now I wish to touch on three great offices of memory in the higher life:—

1. It is memory which helps us to consecrate the world. The hallowing of earth is memory"s secret. There are villages sweeter than Stratford, and parks more ancient than the parks of Charlcote, but the memories of Shakespeare that cluster there have consecrated these spots for ever.

2. It is an aid to charity. It helps us to understand our friend. It has been said our friends are never ours till we have lost them. It is a strained expression of the certain truth, that of all lights there is none clearer than the light of memory. I cannot judge a man while he is here. Memory redresses things: helps me to see, and know, and understand: lets me do justice to the great, and to the men and women I knew and wronged.

Did you ever regard it as a signal mercy that it is in the light of memory we have to do with Christ? Perhaps you have thought it would be an easier thing to be a Christian if Jesus Christ were here. If I do not know my friend till he is gone, would I have seen the Saviour in a Nazarene? I can look back now. I can appreciate in the light of memory.

3. It helps us to understand ourselves. Only faith and prayer and memory will bring self-knowledge. Faith brings it, for it brings me near to Christ. Prayer brings it, for it shows me what I lack. And memory brings it too.

III. The kind of thing that you remember best is no bad token of the kind of heart you have.

As life advances memory grows richer. Can it be, then, that in the hour of death the memory of the past is blotted out? It is impossible. It is no power extraneous to myself. It is part of this immortal me. And when I wake, freed from this hampering body, enlarged and glorified in every faculty, my memory must share in the full tides of life.

—G. H. Morrison, Flood-Tide, p1.

References.—XLVI:9.—R. Flint, Sermons and Addresses, p1. XLVI:9 , 10.—J. Martineau, Endeavours After the Christian Life (2Series), p105. XLVI:12 , 13.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p332. XLVII:7.—W. R. Huntington, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxiv1903 , p109. XLVII:14.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. viii. No444. XLVIII.—Ibid. vol. xl. No2379. XLVIII:6.—Newman Smyth, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xliii1893 , p248. XLVIII:8.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xiii. No779. XLVIII:9-11.—Ibid. vol. xviii. No1041. XLVIII:10.—Ibid. vol. i. No35; vol. xxiv. No1430. XLVIII:16.—J. Keble, Miscellaneous Sermons, p199. XLVIII:18.—Ibid. vol. xi. No610. A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , p336. R. F. Horton, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxi1902 , p374. A. Raleigh, Outlines of Sermons on the Old Testament. J. Keble, Sermons for Advent to Christmas Eve, p414. XLIX:1-23.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlvi. No2703. XLIX:2.—B. Wilberforce, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xlvi1894 , p356. W. A. Gray, The Shadow of the Hand, p9. XLIX:4. J. M. Neale, Sermons Preached in Sackville College Chapel, vol. ii. p207. H. Montagu Butler, Harrow School Sermons, p308. J. M. Neale, Sermons on the Prophets, vol. i. pp206 , 215. J. Keble, Sermons for Advent to Christmas Eve, p401. XLIX:5.—Ibid, p230. XLIX:6.—J. J. S. Perowne, Christian World Pulpit, vol. Leviticus 1899 , p296. XLIX:8.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. ii. No103. XLIX:8-11.—B. Wilberforce, Feeling After Him, p82. XLIX:9.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p1. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xli. No5397. XLIX:10.—Ibid. vol. xxxvi. No2128.
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Verses 1-26
I Will Make All My Mountains a Way (Advent Sunday)

Isaiah 49:11
God says, "I will make My mountains a way," and the simplest consideration of the facts of life will demonstrate that the saying is true practically, true ideally, true on the plane of earth, true in the region of spirit, true in the domain of prophecy.

I. In the natural sphere the fact of the existence of mountains has ever initiated the stimulus required to surmount them. The physical and moral strength of the race is invigorated through the opposition of mountains, and Prayer of Manasseh , as God"s vicegerent, in his work of subduing the earth, has everywhere in all lands, amongst all peoples, made the mountains a highway to commerce, travel, discovery.

II. The spiritual analogy of the beautiful saying is even more true. There is a fascination—a challenge to the imagination—in mountain scenery through which Hebrews , Who is always appealing to the Divine secret in Prayer of Manasseh , makes "His mountains a way" to gaze into His face, to think into His heart, to hope into His promises.

III. Is there not in this inspired prophecy the Divine solution of a mystery, and the impregnable assurance of a victory? The sternest moral mountain in this perplexing world is the existence and permission of evil. All mountains, however precipitous and threatening, are God"s; the Almighty responsible Father of poor puzzled, trembling humanity says, "My mountains," and it is enough. As the challenge of the rugged mountain crest and mighty glacier provide the impulse to muscular exertion which otherwise would slumber, so the energetic struggle against the mountain of moral evil in the world shall make that mountain a "way" to your own perfection, and the perfection of the race; "to him that overcometh," that maketh mountains a way, "will I grant to sit on My throne".

IV. God will "make all His mountains a way," but it is His predestined purpose to effect it by the active cooperation of brave-hearted, God-fearing, consecrated men and women in the world. The crowning delusion of modern Christianity is that salvation can be divorced from helpfulness. Do you ask, What shall I do that I may make "His mountains a way"? Get your springs of action and emotion right, and conduct will be automatically transfigured; incorporate into the verities of your life the spirit of the Master"s words: "One is your Father, even God, and all ye are brethren," and your actions will start from another base and correspond to a new environment.

—B. Wilberforce, The Gospel of the Kingdom, p3. 

References.—XLIX:11.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p7. XLIX:12.—G. T. Candlin, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lix1901 , p393. R. F. Horton, ibid. vol. lxxiii1908 , p388. XLIX:13.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. lii. No3012. XLIX:14.—J. C. Shanks, God Within Us, p74. XLIX:16.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. ix. No512; vol. xlvi. No2672. A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p9. XLIX:20 , 21.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlvi. No2692; vol. xlviii. No: 2776. XLIX:23.—A. Murray, Waiting on God, p105. XLIX:24 , 25.—C. Gore, Christian World Pulpit, vol. Leviticus 1899 , p376. XLIX:26.—J. Smith, ibid. vol. Leviticus 1899 , p308. L.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxxix. No2335; vol. xlvii. No2738; vol. xlix. No2832. L2-4.—C. Stanford, Symbols of Christ, p142. L2-6.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlix. No2827. L4.—H. P. Liddon, Clerical Life and Work, p46. A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p15. L5.—Ibid. p20. L5 , 6.—T. B. Dover, Some Quiet Lenten Thoughts, p124. L6.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxv. No1486. A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p22. J. Keble, Sermons for the Holy Week, p325.
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Verses 1-11
The One Helper

Isaiah 50:7
I found these words when I needed them much in Isaiah , chapter fifty, verse seven: "The Lord God will help me". We might write this on a signet ring and stamp with it all the record of our life. There are times when we need just these simple daisy texts, spring-violet texts. They seem to have no cubic depth, and yet when we come to live them there seems to be room in their infinite space for the heavens and the earth.

"The Lord God will help me." I like the sound of it; there is a voice that is all music, a voice which, though we have not heard it before, we recognize it at once, saying, This cometh from eternity, and is the music of God.

I. "The Lord God will help me." This is a proved fact I have proved it, you have proved it; yet we could not explain it. "I was brought low, and He set me upon a rock." To hear that sweet testimony makes our hearts glad. Tell us something more, and let the house of Israel say, that His mercy endureth for ever, and let the redeemed of the Lord say so. There may be silent piety, there ought to be also a resounding testimony. I could not be an atheist without first committing suicide, because I have seen the Lord in the house and in the field, in the valley and on the hilltop.

II. The text is not only a proved fact, it is a continual inspiration. We can fall back upon experience; we can say, "This or that happened to me". If we can only say, "This or that is reported to have happened to some other Prayer of Manasseh ," we have no faith, we cannot have faith. We must be able to say that such and such deep joys, thrilling sacramental experiences, have been realized in our own life. This is how young David talked. "I will fight the Philistine." But thou art only a child, and no fighter. "I will fight Goliath." What justification is there for such a challenge? "I was keeping my father"s flock, and there came a lion and a bear, and they took a lamb, and I rose and caught them and smote them, and tore their jaws in twain, and I am not going to lose that fact: the Lord that delivered me out of the paw of the lion and out of the paw of the bear, He will enable me to deal with this uncircumcised Philistine." This was good reasoning; this was deriving inspiration from the past. Exactly the same answer ought to be possible to every one of us.

III. The text is not only a proved fact and a continual inspiration, it Isaiah , finally, a sufficient rest. You are going to do such and such work: how are you going to accomplish it? And you say almost in musical cadence, "The Lord God will help me". You have already won the battle; the victory is not in the fighting, but in the spirit of the fighter. When does the Lord God help His people? Under three conditions. First, when the work is His own. "Servant of the Lord" is speaking here—that mysterious personage that seems to pervade Isaiah and give personality to every word in the glowing prophecy. He comes to do the Lord"s work, and he says, "The Lord God will help me". And, secondly, when we have given up self-reliance. That is almost a miracle. We think we can do something. When we come to know that we can do nothing we will do everything that God wants us to do. Even this depends upon the spirit of renunciation. The renunciation must not be made in a spirit of haughtiness or resentment, saying, "I am formally required to give up myself and my efforts, and therefore I obey". In that temper you will receive nothing; we must do the Lord"s will in the Lord"s own spirit; even Christ pleased not Himself. To be nothing is the way to be all we can be. And, thirdly, which, indeed, is a division of the second point, the Lord helps us when we have completed our faith by giving up our substitutes. We sometimes want to personate faith, to set forth something as if it were faith. The Lord will receive no proxies, He will burn all shams, He will have the naked soul in the perfectness of simple reliance upon Himself, and then He will say, " Song of Solomon , thy sins, which are many, are all forgiven thee". And God cannot forsake a forgiven man.

—Joseph Parker, City Temple Pulpit, vol. v. p156.

References.—L8.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p31. L10.—W. M. Taylor, Outlines of Sermons on the Old Testament, p210. A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p39. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxxiii. No1985; vol. xxxix. No2335. L10 , 11.—C. Holland, Gleanings from a Ministry of Fifty Years, p162. L11.—G. W. Herbert, Notes of Sermons, p78. A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p47. LI:1.—C. P. Reichel, The Anglican Pulpit of Today, p366; see also Outlines of Sermons on the Old Testament, p213. P. M"Adam Muir, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxiii1903 , p91. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xviii. No1050.
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Verses 1-23
The Pentateuch—Genesis

Isaiah 51:1-2
Today we begin to examine the early books of the Old Testament. The first five books stand together by themselves. Sometimes they are called the Pentateuch, which means only "the book of five volumes ". First we must attend to the place which these five books hold in the history of the Jews. Speaking roughly, we may say that they tell us the beginning of the Jewish people. The early steps and stages by which they become a people.

I. We see at the beginning of all things God Himself, making all things. He is not the earth or the heavens, or anything that is therein: He is distinct from them all: He made them all: He was before them all. Last of all came man. Man was a part of the world, and was meant to remember that. The next step brings us into the state into which sin has entered. Here I wish you to notice especially two things. First the Bible does not begin with sin, it begins with innocence and goodness. Secondly observe that the first evil is distinctly religious evil. The temptation comes through the fruit; but the great force of the temptation lies in impatience of the restraint which God for good reason ordained; in trying to be independent of Him, in other words of being as Gods. Then the outward curses follow. The earth is no longer a garden but a place of thorns for those who have become estranged from its Maker and their own. Estrangement from God leads to estrangement between men even members of the same family. The husband becomes the accuser of the wife. The elder brother is jealous of the younger brother, and his jealousy has its natural fruit in murder. As mankind multiplies so does crime. The earth we are told was corrupt before God, and the earth was filled with violence. Then the just anger of God went forth, and used the power of the world for the punishment of man. A flood of waters overwhelmed the sinful race, and only one small family was preserved. To these survivors, to Noah and his family, God renewed the blessing which He had given to Adam. Immediately, however, evil sprung up afresh. It showed itself in a shameful want of respect in one of Noah"s sons towards his father. Presently we hear of men joining together to build a high tower whose top might reach to heaven. This was evidently done out of pride against God; but He scattered them abroad on the face of the earth, and with the scattering came the beginning of different languages, so that henceforth the different branches of the same race became foreign to each other. Such are the chief points in the first part of Genesis.

II. At this point the new life begins, which was to go on growing till it reached its full height in the person of Christ. God called on an old man named Abram to leave his country and go into a land which He should show him, promising to make him a great nation, and in him to bless all the families of the earth. This was the seed of the Jewish people: here we have in a few words the plan of the whole Bible, God making Himself known to a chosen few, that through them the whole race may be partakers in the blessed gift.

—F. I. A. Hort, Sermons on the Books of the Bible, p24.

References.—LI:1 , 2.—W. J. Knox-Little, The Journey of Life, p103; see also Christian World Pulpit, vol. liii1898 , p134. LI:2.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxvii. No1633. LI:2 , 3.—Ibid. vol. xxvii. No1596. LI:3.—H. Jones, Christian World Pulpit, vol. Leviticus 1899 , p215. LI:4.—S. R. Driver, Church Times, vol11903 , p173; see also Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxiv1903 , p104. LI:8.—A. Murray, The Children for Christ, p192.

The Needs of the Age

Isaiah 51:9
Who can be the speaker of this interesting passage? Is it the Prophet himself? Is it the cry of the Church of God? Or is it the Great Intercessor Himself Who speaks? Is it the Servant of Jehovah Who came in the fullness of time to bear our sins and to work out for us an everlasting righteousness? I am disposed to take this third view, partly because it seems to explain most simply and faithfully the whole passage, and partly because whatever of reality there is in the intercession either of an individual servant of Christ on earth or in the Church of Christ herself here below, as a whole, the strength and value of such pleading are entirely dependent on the work of the great High Priest and Intercessory Himself. It is the call of the Divine Intercessor, the Lord Jesus Christ, the Servant of Jehovah, addressed to God Himself on behalf of the present needs of the Church. What more powerful appeal could be made than by Him? When He speaks, surely He must prevail. It might have appeared sufficient if He had simply urged his personal claim, but He grounds the appeal upon an historical fact; He refers to the past. A pledge for help in the present is taken up from the help given in the past.

What are some of our great needs?

1. There is needed a higher standard of Christian teaching. There is a superficial knowledge of Divine truth in many directions, but those who are to reach the intellect, and heart, and conscience of men must make it plain that they have a distinct message, that they are conscious that this message is of supreme importance.

2. We want the prophetic spirit in our ordained ministers; men who have a witness for God that they must deliver, and if they cannot deliver it they must die. "O arm of the Lord, awake," and send us such prophets as these!

3. The masses can be won by holier living on the part of the Church of Christ. Example tells everywhere. A holy life is a searching sermon, a holy life is a homily that cannot be rejected or neglected, and the holy life is not to be lived by the minister alone; it is to be lived by those to whom he ministers, and who are gathered round him as disciples round a teacher. Are you fully aware of the fact that unless you live a holy life for God the kingdom of Christ cannot extend? You may be a stumbling-block in the way of your fellow-men if you make a profession of Christ and do not come up to that profession. A holy Church, men and women that are living according to the mind of Christ, with His example always before them, are an army irresistible. No force of evil can stand against such a power as that.

4. We want more fervent intercession for our great cities. We want a cry to God to go up day by day from the hearts of those who love the Lord, that these places may be given to Him for His inheritance.

5. We want more generous and ready self-sacrifice. We live in an age of great pleasure-seeking, an age of materialism, an age in which the race seems to be one day for the amassing of wealth and another day for the expending of the wealth so amassed upon the pleasures of this life. Will not the spirit of self-denial ever be granted to us again? Will not men put aside this seeking after self-indulgence in order that by sacrifice of this kind they may have time, and energy, and wealth to give unto the Lord?

6. If England is to be won for Christ, those who are in authority as Christ"s ministers must pay much more earnest heed to the question of visiting from house to house those who are ignorant about Divine things. The sympathizing touch, the sympathizing look of a servant of Christ in some miserable Song of Solomon -called "home" is of infinite value. O, if all who have this sympathy in their heart were to go out, give of their best, and touch with the hand of love those who seem cut off from all the joy of this life or the life to come, and who say, "No man has cared for my soul".

References.—LI:9; LII:1.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p51. LI:9 ,10.—G. H. Wilkinson, Outlines of Sermons on the Old Testament, p214.

The Fear of Man and the Fear of God

Isaiah 51:12-13
Man is here represented as standing between two powers—God and his fellow-man—each claiming to influence his life; and God calls upon him to consider whether, being what he Isaiah , his conduct should be influenced by the fear of Prayer of Manasseh , or by the fear of God. I. Man is first to consider what he is—to look into himself. And what does he find? Two things—weakness, and therefore dependence. Man is as grass, which groweth up in a day and withereth; and man is dependent for the preservation of his life, and for the supply of his needs, to some extent, upon his fellow- Prayer of Manasseh , but far more upon God. That which a man knows of himself—that he is weak and unable to stand alone—this he knows also of his fellow-man. Why, then, should he live in continual fear of the world, which is made up of men like himself, weak and dependent, whilst he forgets God, Who is All-Powerful and absolutely independent?

How wonderfully this passage brings before us the folly of moral cowardice! It is an anticipation of the teaching of our Blessed Lord, Who said, "Fear not them which kill the body, but are not able to kill the soul: but rather fear Him which is able to destroy both soul and body in hell". Not only is our own life in God"s hands, but the life of those who oppose us. Not only can He give us strength to meet the difficulties put in our path by others, but He can remove those difficulties.

There is another way in which this fear of man affects our life. It robs our Spiritual life of all definiteness and power. The man whose words are inspired, whose actions are directed by mere human respect, the fear of what men will say or think, is never likely to dare anything noble for love of God.

II. Consider what forgetfulness of God carries in its train:—

1. It results in loss of faith.

2. Loss of hope, for hope depends largely on memory.

3. Loss of love.

III. What does God promise if, instead of fearing Prayer of Manasseh , we fear Him? We find it in the first words: "I, even I, am He that comforteth you", Life is full of sorrows; the world is not a congenial environment for those who love and fear God; but God says to such, "I, even I, am He that comforteth you". The reiteration of the pronoun emphasizes the greatness of the Comforter.

—A. G. Mortimer, The Church"s Lessons for the Christian Year, part i. p126.

References.—LI:12 ,13.—J. Martineau, Hours of Thought, vol. ii. p150. LI:15 , 16.—H. Scott Holland, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xlix1896 , p49. LI:16.—J. Hamilton, Faith in God, p112. LII.—Rutherford Waddell, Behold the Lamb of God, p81. LII:1.—S. Martin, Rain Upon the Mown Grass, pp72 , 83. J. Martineau, Hours of Thought, vol. ii. p334. LII:2 , 3.—J. M. Neale, Sermons Preached in Sackville College Chapel, vol. iv. p196. LII:3.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p71.

52 Chapter 52 

Verses 1-15
Isaiah 52:7
Ruskin remarks on this verse: "How strange it seems that physical science should ever have been thought adverse to religion! The pride of physical science is indeed adverse, like every other pride, both to religion and truth; but sincerity of science, so far from being hostile, is the pathmaker among the mountains for the feet of them that publish peace."

References.—LII:7.—W. J. McKittrick, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxvii1905 , p29. LII:10.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. iv. No185. R. E. Hutton, The Crown of Christ, vol. ii. p543. R. F. Horton, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxxiii1908 , p296. LII:11.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p75. LII:11 , 12.—Ibid. p78. LII:12.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. v. No230; vol. xxx. No1793. S. A. Tipple, Sunday Mornings at Norrwood, p233; see also Outlines of Sermons on the Old Testament, p215. W. L. Watkinson, The Blind Spot, p227.

The Prudence of Christ

Isaiah 52:13
The word rendered prudent is a two-sided word, and, strangely enough, both the Authorized and Revised Versions only bring out one side of the significant word. Bishop Chadwick translates it "shall deal prudently, so that prosperity shall be the result". Very often prudence fails, but the prudence of Christ is to succeed.

I. Christ dealt prudently in not prematurely surrendering His life. Till He knew His work was done He would not allow His life to be squandered. He came to earth to die, but He refused to die prematurely.

II. Christ"s prudence appears in His insight into character.

"He needed not that any should testify of Prayer of Manasseh , for He knew what was in man." Still does He deal prudently. For this prophecy is an eternal prophecy. He knows us and acts towards us with unerring wisdom.

III. The adroitness of His replies is a great evidence of His prudence. When He was but twelve years old the people in the temple were "amazed at His answers". And ever afterwards His answers amazed all men. He still deals prudently herein. We can take our present problems to the Divine man ascended. He may delay to answer. But the very delay is education.

IV. Christ"s prudence is seen in His concessions to the limitations of His hearers.

Many a public teacher is destroyed through lack of prudence. Christ was established by His prudence "He that is able to receive it, let him receive it," is His wise word. Christ will never put a cross upon the intellect that the intellect is unable to bear. Still, Christ only asks men to receive for the time being truths they are able to receive.

How prudently He dealt in graduating truth. He spake "as they were able to hear it". He graduated truth not only in respect of its quality but its season. "I have yet many things to say unto you, but ye cannot bear them now."

V. By His encouragement of good Christ dealt prudently. He told the scribe he was "not far from the kingdom of God". He commended the religionists of the day in this: "Ye search the Scriptures". He shed the light of hope on a penitent woman by saying, "Neither do I condemn thee". This was His encomium upon a pardoned one, "She loved much". Said He to His sorrowing disciples, "Already ye are clean". Is it not always highest prudence to encourage all good, however incipient in all souls?

VI. Christ"s prudence was the larger prudence. His was not the prudence of many Song of Solomon -called prudent people, which is out the instinct of self-preservation acutely developed. Christ"s was the noble, the sacrificial prudence. Estimate prudence by the Eternal. Take long views of prudence.

VII. Christ dealt prudently in His procural of salvation.

The Son of God took pity on our flesh and blood. Through death He won us everlasting life. Most wonderful prevision marks that method of redemption. There is equal prudence in the condition of salvation. Salvation by faith, by trustfulness, by reliance! By such a method God reaches the many.

—Dinsdale T. Young, The Crimson Book, p157.

Reference.—LII:13-15.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxi. No1231.

The Marvellous Marring

Isaiah 52:14
"Many were astonished at Thee: His visage was so marred!" Not His power, then, but His weakness; not the blazing glories of the full-orbed Sun of Righteousness, but its mysterious and dark eclipse is herein held up to us as matter of astonishment!

I. It is suffering that mars the visage. Suffering mars the countenance sometimes almost beyond the possibility of recognition. And if the visage of the Son of God was marred more than any Prayer of Manasseh , it was because He suffered more than any man.

In those sufferings there were indeed natural elements, such as are found more or less in the experience of all men. He was, like all, from time to time hungry and weary. Hebrews , like others, had no home. Then also He suffered much from loneliness of spirit.

II. But there were other exceptional and peculiar causes of the marring of the Saviour"s visage. (1) That all the sorrow and the agony from the beginning to the end were steadily foreseen by Him. (2) To the depth of His sorrow and the intensity of His sufferings, in a certain way His very sinlessness must have contributed. And this the more because, unlike ourselves, again He saw men just as they were. "He knew what was in man." He saw through all disguise, and saw it constantly; saw the whole of that awful moral corruption around Him, and, because of His infinite purity, felt it as none of us could feel it even if we saw it (3) It is with us that we know the power of God"s grace. But herein was the last supreme woe that came upon the Saviour, that in His ultimate hour of anguish, when that conscious presence and felt love of the Eternal Father was most needed, then, of all times, in a manner unfathomably mysterious and incomprehensible, that presence and manifested love of the Father was withdrawn from the Man Christ Jesus. (4) But there is a still deeper mystery about the marring of the visage of the Son of God, that He who so suffered knew no sin. The wonder yet increases when we remember what this Sinless Man claimed for Himself to be. "I and the Father are One." Not only, then, is it perfect sinlessness, but the supremest dignity for which utter and peculiar anguish is reserved. (5) His ineffable sorrow is again yet the more marvellous, that it did not come upon Him as under any inevitable necessity, a resistless compulsion that He could by no means escape. "I lay down my life," He said.

III. There is one thing yet more a matter of astonishment than the marring of the visage of Jesus Christ, and that Isaiah , the reason of that marring. The same Prophet who tells us of the marvellous marring, tells us in never-to-be-forgotten words the reason of the marring also. "Surely He hath borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; He was wounded for our transgressions; He was bruised for our iniquities; the chastisement of our peace was upon Him." He suffered for others. All this peculiar and ineffable suffering was not for Himself but for others. Here is the final supreme reason why we may well be astonished at the strange marring of the Saviour"s face, that it was marred for men! He suffered not for righteous men, for such there were none; He suffered for sinners.

—S. H. Kellogg, The Past a Prophecy of the Future, p183.

References.—LII:14.—C. G. Clark-Hunt, The Refuge of the Sacred Wounds, p9. T. B. Dover, Some Quiet Lenten Thoughts, p142. LIII.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxxix. No2290; vol. xliii. No2499; vol. xliii. No2534; vol. xlix. No2840; vol. xlix. No2827. Rutherford Waddell, Behold the Lamb of God, p81. A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p88. LIII:2.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xviii. No1076. C. H. Wright, The Unrecognized Christ, p102. "Plain Sermons" by contributors to the Tracts for the Times, vol. v. p9. W. L. Watkinson, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxiii1903 , p225. F. E. Paget, Faculties and Difficulties for Belief and Unbelief, p86. LIII:2 , 3.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXV1. p92.

53 Chapter 53 

Verses 1-12
The Offence of the Cross

Isaiah 53:3
Galatians 5:11
Around the Cross a certain romantic interest has gathered, but what the Cross really stands for is an offence, a stumbling-block and a scandal to men. The Prophet Isaiah , with his piercing vision, saw the truth. In his prophecy of Christ he tells us that men shall see no beauty in Him that they should desire Him. The offence of the Cross has not yet ceased. Why?

I. The Cross of Christ is the condemnation of the world. It was the condemnation of the world of Christ"s own time. As that Cross has come down through all the centuries it has passed its unfaltering judgment upon the vanities and prides, and hates and greeds, the self-indulgent pleasures and the lusts of men. Today the Cross visits our worldliness with the same condemnation.

II. The Cross of Christ is an offence because it sets forth an imperative ideal of life. Christ"s ideal of life was concentrated into the one act of His dying. Christ hung upon His cross from His cradle to His grave. That life of self-denial and self-crucifiction, in which He pleased not Himself whenever He endangered His pleasing of God, is the imperative ideal of life He lays upon men.

Are we not all conscious of our deeply seated offence at this imperative of the Cross? Are we not all pagans at heart? We all chafe at the restraint of a life like Christ"s. We refuse to give up what we know His Cross condemns.

III. The Cross of Christ is an offence because it claims to be the power of God unto salvation. It makes this claim without an alternative. It throws up our sinful state in clear relief, and demands from every Prayer of Manasseh , as his first duty, to get right with God. From its sacrifice there comes the stem word that nothing else in life is to be put before this getting right with God, and that this reconciliation is to be attained only through the Cross.

What is it which sin has done and always will do?

1. The first effect of sin is an altered universe. The reaction against your sin is not only in your conscience and in your body. It is in the world which environs you. You know that in the moment of your sin you spoiled all. There is that sobering and chilling experience of "the moment after". The story in the third chapter of Genesis sets that law of sin in a clear light. Adam and Eve found themselves in an altered world. But Christ"s Cross has redeemed the world. It will become God"s perfect poem again.

2. The second effect of sin is death. Whenever we sin something dies within us. The connexion of sin and death is constant, immediate, inescapable. But what is death? The Bible says, and, says always, from Genesis to Revelation , that had there been no sin there would have been no death. It has made death a tragedy, awful, terrifying, unbearable. But the Cross has annulled this penalty of death. "He died for us."

3. A third effect of sin is an estranged God. I have set this down as third in order although it is really first in fact Yet the sense of the estrangement of the real and living God is the last of which we are conscious. It is not until we know and bewail the estrangement of God that we see and lament the effect of sin.

IV. When does the offence of the Cross cease? It ceases only when the soul is visited not merely by remorse but by repentance toward God, followed by a meek confession of one"s sin, issuing into a faith in Christ Jesus Who died to reconcile us to God, to give us a new life in our soul, and to make this world a possible Eden again.

—W. M. Clow, The Cross in Christian Experience, p115.

References.—LIII:3.—Archbishop Lang, Christian World Pulpit, vol. Leviticus 1899 , p394. S. Parkes Cadman, ibid. vol. lx1901 , p180. R. J. Campbell, ibid. vol. lxxi1907 , p145. J. J. Tayler, Christian Aspects of Faith and Duty, p202. J. A. Alexander, The Gospel of Jesus Christ, p446. "Plain Sermons" by contributors to the Tracts for the Times, vol. ii. p58. W. Brock, Penny Pulpit, vol. xii. No693 , p213. W. J. Knox-Little, The Mystery of the Passion, p15. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xix. No1099; vol. liii. No3033. J. Keble, Sermons for the Holy Week, p102. LIII:4.—Archbishop Lang, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lix1901 , p402. J. Baldwin Brown, The Divine Treatment of Sin, p51. F. D. Maurice, Christmas Day and Other Sermons, p266. George Tyrrell, Oil and Wine, p116. W. J. Knox-Little, Labour and Sorrow, p269. A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p97. LIII:5.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xiv. No834; vol. xviii. No1068; vol. xxxiii. No2000; vol. xliii. No2499; vol1. No2887. H. J. Wilmot-Buxton, Sunday Lessons for Daily Life, pp97 , 305. F. B. Cowl, Straight Tracks, p100. F. E. Paget, Faculties and Difficulties for Belief and Unbelief, p172. C. G. Clark-Hunt, The Refuge of the Sacred Wounds, p17.

Thou Shalt Answer, Lord, for Me

Isaiah 53:6
"The constant and characteristic effort of our Lord"s life," says Dr. Smith in his work on Isaiah , "was to assert and explain Himself as the Only." His contemporaries tried to make Him the First among them, but with that He was not satisfied. He pressed on to a singularity beyond, to be realized in suffering. In suffering men feel their oneness with their kind; through suffering He became like unto men, "but only in order to effect through suffering a timely and a singular service for them". He did not feel as they did about pain. "Pain never drew from Him either of those two voices of guilt or of doubt. Pain never reminded Christ of His own past and made Him question God." Nor did He seek pain for any end in itself. To Him pain was not in itself meritorious, a thing to be gloried in or desired: He shrank from it. "And when He submitted and was in the agony, it was not in the feeling of it, or the impression it made on others, or the manner in which it drew men"s hearts to Him, or the seal it set on the truth that He found his end and satisfaction, but in something beyond it Jesus looked out of the travail of His soul and was satisfied.

I. Why is the Gospel the power of God unto salvation to every one that believeth? Is it because it reveals the eternal purpose of the Divine love? Or because it refashions life by an influence exerted on man"s heart? Or because it breaks the chain that holds us to our past? St. Paul"s answer is: For therein is the righteousness of God revealed from faith to faith—that Isaiah , it unrolls the Divine righteousness and displays faith as its secret at each disclosure. God set forth Christ Jesus to be an expiatory offering through faith in His blood. This was to declare God"s righteousness, that He might be seen by all His creatures as at once jealous for the law and judicially acquitting the guilty.

II. It is this judicial aspect of the Atonement which the Apostles set in the forefront as sovereign and prime. The Cross has many relations, and we are coming to understand some of them better. Others are beyond our knowledge, for to understand the whole we must be able to comprehend all the love and agony of the infinite nature. But the history of the Church shows that there is no fact which believers understand so readily, and rest upon so firmly, as the meritorious Sacrifice. Their teachers may be perplexed, but they are not. Whoever rejects the Stone, it is to them the head of the corner; "it is still the tried Stone, the sure foundation, the Rock whereof Faith speaks, "Set me upon it, for it is higher than I"; Love"s sure abiding Pillar of remembrance, whereon Love"s secret is written and graven with a pen of iron for ever". They delight in all statements, however naked and literal, that bring it into clear relief.

III. The desire to explain the Atonement may go too far. All help is welcome, but the fact itself is much more easily understood than many explanations of it. Its "Onlyness" is the main thing. No analogy goes more than a little way. The Cross far transcends reason and experience. It is indeed inscrutable in its very nature, and must be trusted implicitly if at all. The human mind offers a dull and wearied resistance to explanations which, as it easily perceives, do not touch the central mystery. In the Epistles we have the fact set forth in a variety of phrases which have been found sufficient for the soul"s needs. Such explanation as these furnish must be used to the full. For, running to another extreme, evangelical preaching sometimes misses the mark by continual, exhausting demands for faith. The cry "Believe, believe," mocks and irritates when it is not accompanied by a setting forth of the ground on which faith may rest—how God is just and the justifier of them who believe in Jesus.

—W. Robertson Nicoll, Ten Minute Sermons, p227.

Manifestation of Suffering

Isaiah 53:6
No one ignorant of the nature, power, and guilt of sin can understand this text, but to the humbled sinner it is "good tidings of great joy," of which Christmas and the Epiphany speak to us.

I. For the Sacrifice is for His Salvation.

a. It gives him rest from the works of the law ( Romans 8:1-4; Galatians 3:10-13). 

b. It brings reconciliation and communion with God ( Romans 5:9-11). 

c. It assures his heart with a triumphant confidence ( Romans 8:32-34). 

II. The Virtue of this Sacrifice is its Completeness ( John 19:30; Hebrews 10:14).

a. The sinner has broken the holy law of God ( Romans 3:20). 

b. His own righteousness is of no avail ( Isaiah 64:6) 

c. But Christ is a complete surety for the sinner ( Hebrews 7:20-22); an accepted surety ( 2 Corinthians 5:21); and the sinner stands complete and accepted in Him ( Ephesians 1:6; Colossians 2:10). 

III. Shall we not Lay our Sin where the Lord hath Laid it—on Him? ( Leviticus 16:21).

a. Shall we dare to trifle with that sin, which cost Him such bitter suffering? ( Zechariah 12:10; Hebrews 10:29). 

b. Shall we allow self-righteousness to rob us of the precious hope of full redemption in Him? ( Galatians 2:21; Galatians 3:12-13; Galatians 5:2-4). 

(c) Shall we not rise to the heavenly privilege of praise for this great work? ( Revelation 1:5).

References.—LIII:6.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xii. No694; vol. xvi. No925. W. Hay M. H. Aitken, Mission Sermons (2Series), p112. W. Howell Evans, Sermons for the Church"s Year, p93. Ambrose Shepherd, The Gospel and Social Questions, p49. A. Maclaren, Paul"s Prayers, p168. LIII:7.—W. H. Hutchings, Sermon-Sketches, p105. G. S. Barrett, Outlines of Sermons on the Old Testament, p221. Rutherford Waddell, Behold the Lamb of God, p69. "Plain Sermons "by contributors to the Tracts for the Times, vol. v. p86. A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Isaiah , XLIX-LXVI. p103. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxvi. No1543. LIII:10.—Ibid. vol. iv. No173; vol. x. No561; vol. xxxvii. No2186; vol. li. No2963. A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p108. G. W. Herbert, Notes of Sermons, p267. J. Martineau, Endeavours After the Christian Life, p54. A. Mursell, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xxxvii1890 , p77.

The Travail of Christ"s Soul

Isaiah 53:11
The travail of His soul! The Prophet lays no particular emphasis upon Christ"s bodily suffering, because, though most visible, it was not the main part of His atoning sufferings. He emphasizes the inward mental spiritual agony, as that in which chiefly He bore our iniquities. Mental is in itself harder to bear than bodily pain. The soul, with its larger capacities, finer sensibilities, and chief place as governor of the body, is more sensitive. Bodily pain is narrower in its range and exhausts itself sooner. What physical agony can compare with the sharp sting of inward anguish?

Let us reverently note some of those things which we may conceive constituted for our Lord "the travail of His soul".

We must not limit Christ"s atoning mental sufferings to His actual endurance on the cross, or forget what He endured before the last scenes of His ministry on earth. His closing sufferings were more intense, but in the death-sufferings we should not lose sight of the life-sufferings; for the whole period of His public ministry was a "temptation," and to Him temptation was suffering, as He met and fought it. It came upon Him from friend and foe.

I. He Endured the Contradiction of Sinners against Himself.—What neglects and oppositions were heaped upon Him! Ignorant but well-meaning friends tried His patience, failed to understand His character or believe in His words, and sought to thwart His aims which they could not grasp (cf. St. Matthew 16:8 seq, 16:23 , 17:17; St. Luke 24:25). Enemies gainsaid Him, refused His counsel, despised His teaching, caricatured His doctrine, said all manner of evil against Him falsely, even calling Him Beelzebub. Such contradiction, with all the irritation, and sorrow, and pain, and heaviness it caused Him, no one has ever endured, and none can understand what a humiliation and grief it was for Him to put up with it from those whom He came to save, and over whose sinful souls, even as they blasphemed Him, His pitying heart yearned with boundless compassion.

II. The Sight and Contact of Human Sin and Misery as they lay Passive around Him must have Deeply Wounded His Soul.—He was holy, harmless, undefiled, and separate from sinners. He had all sources of personal happiness within Himself, yet He went down into the depths of society, into the depths of this fallen world, where only scenes of sin and misery could meet His eye, and tear His heart, and pain His purity. How must that native purity of His sinless humanity have been repelled and shocked as Hebrews , with His exquisite susceptibilities all instinct with holiness and love, beheld the sin, and selfishness and woe of the men among whom He dwelt!

III. His Foresight of the Doom Coming on God"s Chosen People caused Him Pain.—His tears over Jerusalem, forsaken and doomed to utter desolation, expressed the real sorrow of His soul. He alone knew the wrath that His nation was treasuring up, and how hopeless was their position through rejecting His gracious efforts. He wept in the anguish and pity of His heart that such vengeance was in store for them, and that they themselves had made it for ever impossible for Him to avert it. Very acute such sorrow, venting itself in such tears, must have been to Him who came to "save the lost sheep of the house of Israel"; who carried the knowledge of that doom with Him through life, and found all his efforts to rescue them vain, and had at last to confess His impotence, and give them up in sorrowful despair.

IV. The Shadow of the Cross Projecting itself over His Life cast a Burden over His Spirit as He anticipated the end of His ministry. Ever and again that burden pressed Him to speak of it, especially as time went on. But it was always with Him in daily consciousness, ever growing heavier and more distinct, and straitening Him more and more until His baptism should be accomplished. What a weight He must have carried on His soul in the knowledge of the death He was to die! How hard it must have been for Him to labour on with this prospect before Him! His humanity might well and naturally shrink from such painful anticipations. He was fitted to enjoy life perfectly and abundantly as none else; to delight in all beautiful things in nature; to appreciate all Divine and human truth; to feel the impression of all that was pure and lovely and virtuous and of good report. Yet He denied Himself, put a restraint on these holy and heavenly natural instincts of His, and bent Himself to the task of obedience, though He knew it was to be obedience unto death, even the death of the cross. Truly "He learned obedience by the things which He suffered".

The travail of soul during life culminated at death, assuming a distinctness and bitterness peculiarly great as that crisis arrived. All the past was intensified and concentrated, and additional elements of pain were experienced. Thus His friends forsook Him and fled. One denied Him. One betrayed Him. Did not this experience, to One who was so sympathetic and social Himself, and who then needed all the human sympathy and society which His friends could give Him, cause sorrow of soul of no ordinary kind?

V. Learn—

a. The costliness of His redemption. 

b. The evil and shamefulness of sin. 

c. The reality of our Lord"s sympathy for all who are in the world as He was, and follow in His footsteps. 

d. The greatness of the suffering of the impenitent. 

Satisfied

Isaiah 53:11
Our text speaks to us of the "satisfaction" the Lord will experience at the result of His great atoning work. Many a man is not satisfied with the fruit of all his labour; no man is indeed in this world ever satisfied with the results of his expenditure. But Christ is satisfied at every stage with the progress made. His satisfaction keeps pace with every enlarging vision of the travail of His soul. His satisfaction shall be full when the vision is complete. When the sons and daughters are all brought home, He will desire nothing more, and regret nothing. His delight is then perfect. He shall be satisfied with His people.

I. Satisfied with their Number.—There will be a multitude that no man can number; the vast majority of the race: a mighty gathering, countless as the dewdrops from the womb of the morning ( Psalm 110:3); and as He casts His eye over the General Assembly and Church of Himself, the First-born, He will not murmur that He has not more. Sufficient reward will He deem them to be for His travail of soul.

II. With their Variety.—All kindreds and nations shall be represented there; all varieties of generations, and ages, and climes, of culture, and temperament, and experience, of rank and degree in the social and the moral world, shall be brought together in perfect unity, to satisfy Him with the sight of their diversity in unity, and of the suitability of the "common salvation".

III. With their Character and Attainments.— All shall stand perfect and complete in all the Will of God; each, in his measure and degree, according to his capacity, filled with the Spirit, conformed to the image of the "First-born among many brethren," and partaking of the Divine nature, and beginning an eternal progress; so that He shall see them faultless and worthy of Himself, and have no greater joy than see them walking in the truth, and desire no greater perfection in them at any stage of their eternal history.

IV. With their Prospects.—They shall have fullness of joy, pleasures for evermore, new reaches of duty, new anticipations of higher felicity in His presence; and, under His guidance, enlarged and ever-enlarging capacities. There will be no drawbacks and deductions with God Himself their portion, heaven their home, His truth their study, His service their duty, His presence their light and glory. He will ask nothing more for them. He shall be satisfied with what God has given to Him for them.

V. With their Praises.—They shall thank Him, cast their crowns at His feet, fill heaven with His glory, and bless Him with full hearts and unfaltering lips as they never could on earth; and as they cry, "Worthy is the Lamb that was slain!" He shall be satisfied, and feel such adoring gratitude ample recompense for the travail of His soul. How great must be the number, variety, attainments, prospects, and thanks of Christ"s redeemed to satisfy Him for His sorrow, and make Him think that that was not too sharp and sore for what it has brought!

References.—LIII:11.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p108. T. Binney, Sermon Preached in the King"s Weigh-House Chapel, p1. W. P. Balfern, Glimpses of Jesus, p237. R. Waddy Moss, The Discipline of the Soul, p57. T. Monod, Outlines of Sermons on the Old Testament, p219. J. Keble, Sermons for the Holy Week, p153. LIII:12.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. viii. No458; vol. xxiii. No1385; vol. xxxv. No2070. W. H. Hutchings, Sermon-Sketches (2Series), p44. J. B. Stedeford, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxvi1904 , p133. R. E. Hutton, The Crown of Christ, vol. ii. p173. W. Alexander, Verbum Crucis, p19. A. Maclaren, Exposition of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p117. Jesse Butt, The Soul"s Escape, p62. LIV:1.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xi. No649.

54 Chapter 54 

Verses 1-17
Lengthening the Cords and Strengthening the Stakes (A Sermon to Clergymen)

Isaiah 54:2
My subject is steadfastness and then extension. We have the same connexion of thought in that pair of parables which ought never to be separated—the Parable of the Ten Virgins and the Parable of the Entrusted Talents—the connexion between secret faith in the heart and the life of active obedience—life in Christ and life for Christ. I shall consider the subject in two aspects:—

I. As to our individual inner life.

II. As to our special position as ministers of Christ. I. To "strengthen the stakes"—to drive in the tent-pegs—is a striking picture of the deepening and establishing of the inner life, and the lengthening the cords is a no less striking image of the gradual extension of our area of usefulness in the Church of God and in the world. As I shall dwell almost entirely on the first figure, let me remind you that the two must go together. The proportion must be complete. If you lengthen your cords, but do not strengthen your stakes, your tent will be liable to be swept away by the blast of temptation and trial. On the other hand, it is in vain to deepen your stakes unless you lengthen your cords, for the end of all religion is consecration of God and His service, to be used for His honour and glory.

There is one more point which must be settled before we proceed. That is the underground upon which we are building. If the foundation be sand, we drive in our tent-pegs in vain. They will not hold. Years ago I had an experience in the Lebanon. A sirocco was expected. My tent was pitched on rocky ground. I drove in my pegs to the hilt in narrow crevices in the rocks. The hurricane came in all its violence. My tent was shaken, but it stood. Let us ask ourselves once again the old, old question, Am I building upon the rock? Am I vitally united to Christ by faith? Is the living Christ the author of my salvation, the object of my faith, the inspiration of my love, the source of my power? If not—if some blast of temptation should assail me—if I should grievously fall, then should I have to cry in the words of the prophet, "My tent is destroyed, and all my tent-pegs are plucked up; my children are gone away from me and are not, and there is none to spread out my tent any more, or to set up my tent curtains" ( Jeremiah 10:20).

Let me mention two stakes which need to be strengthened.

1. First, we must rivet our souls more firmly on the Word of God.

2. The second "stake" of which I would speak is prayer. Do we not all feel amid the endless claims upon our time that there is special danger of minimizing our seasons of private devotion? The very distraction of our work demands and necessitates increased carefulness in the habit of prayer. I have often sought refuge from the din and noise of the Strand in the repose and stillness of the Temple Gardens. The very act of prayer is soothing to the mind apart from the blessing we look for in return, just as we are refreshed in the darkness by the fragrance of the garden, even though we cannot see to cull the flowers. St. Paul constantly realized this. He tells us that one of the five conditions upon which the peace of God is to be maintained in the soul amid the distractions of life is this: "In everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God. So the peace of God which passeth all understanding shall fortify your hearts and minds".

But not only for repose but for safety"s sake wo must pray. If our souls are not strengthened by prayer we shall certainly fall a prey to temptation. We marvel that some mighty tree is broken by the blast, until we discover the inner decay. The great Origen, under fear of death, denied his Lord. The heathen were exultant They did not know that; Origen that morning had left his chamber without his wonted prayer. His last biographer denies the recantation, but his sermon in Jerusalem on Psalm 50:16-17, seems to authenticate the fact. Even if it be not true, the instinctive feeling that it is likely is a proof of our consciousness that all our inconsistencies, every yielding to temptation, each fall, secret it may be, is to be traced up to the neglect of habitual communion with God. Let the old question come back with all its ancient force: "Will you be diligent in prayer?" For our own soul"s sake, for our ministry"s sake, we must be more and more men of prayer. All mighty works for God are done by His saints upon their knees. The man of prayer is the man of power in the Church of God.

II. I must now look at a wider field. The tent, or tabernacle, is an emblem of the Church; and here we will use the command, "Spare not; lengthen thy cords and strengthen thy stakes," in a more catholic sense.

I would guard myself against three dangers in my pulpit ministrations:—

1. The danger of forgetting the only remedy for sin. All reading must be subject to this. When the mind is full of the theme, and your motto is "Nihil humani a me alienum puto," and you have notes on your desk from theology, history, poetry, fiction, biography, science, and you feel and know that you can interest your people, beware! Is there a remedy for sin amongst it all?

2. Let us guard against the danger of vanity. "Why is it, father," said one of the friends of St. Francis d"Assisi, "that all the world goes after you?" "Why," he replied, "even for this. The Lord saw no greater sinner in the world than I—none less wise, none viler, and so He chose me above all to accomplish a wonderful work on the earth." "Unto me, who am less than the least of all saints," said St. Paul, "is this grace given, that I should preach among the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ."

3. Let us not forget our entire dependence upon God the Holy Ghost, that we may not be left to our own barrenness and blindness, but that our faculties for teaching may be directed and perfected.—J. W. Bardsley, Many Mansions, p89.

Isaiah 54:2-3
From this text William Carey preached his famous sermon before his fellow-ministers at Nottingham in1792. He divided the passage under two heads, which as Mr. Eugene Stock says, have been an inspiration to the whole Church of Christ from that day to this. (1) Expect great things from God. (2) Attempt great things for God. The sermon was preached on30 May, and on2October the Baptist Missionary Society was formed. In the following year Carey himself sailed for India as its first missionary.

Lengthening and Strengthening

Isaiah 54:2
This splendid and glowing chapter is a magnificent example of prophetic faith. The people were exiles in what looked like a hopeless captivity. Yet this chapter throbs and burns with the prophet"s passionate conviction that many years shall not pass before he and his are restored again to their native land. His nation had been overwhelmed with disaster and political extinction, and when the people had been deported beyond the Euphrates, it looked as if the last chapter in the history of Judah had been written, and that its very name had been blotted out for ever from the roll-call of nations. But in this chapter the Prophet dares to predict for that ruined, desolate and wellnigh extinguished kingdom, a future greater even than its heroic past.

I. "Lengthen your cords" is the Divine appeal to the Church. We must enlarge the place of our tent. We must continually be making more room. The danger of the Church is ever to be content with narrow boundaries, to be satisfied with less than God has in store for her. And Song of Solomon , to a Church always ready to sit at ease, God has always to be saying, "Lengthen thy cords, stretch forth the curtains of thy habitations". In many directions we must "Lengthen our cords".

1. We must be ever lengthening our cords in the way of seeking to win new territories and heathen lands for Jesus Christ.

2. We must be ever lengthening our cords in the way of seeking to bring daily life more and more under the sway of religion.

3. There must be a lengthening of the cords in the way of opening our minds to receive the new ideas and the larger truth that God from age to age reveals. For God does, from age to age, reveal new truth. No one can study the history of the centuries without seeing it. The Spirit is from time to time taking of the things of Christ and revealing them unto us.

II. But we must not only lengthen our cords, we must strengthen our stakes. There must be the inward confirmation as well as the outward development. Seek to win heathen countries for Christ; bring more and more of daily life under the sway of religion; keep an open mind for the larger truth; but see to it that the strengthening goes hand in hand and keeps pace with the lengthening; strengthen your hold upon the great Gospel verities, upon foundation truths, upon bottom facts. Strengthen your stakes, the great beliefs of your life; strengthen them, confirm them; in a word, while extending on this side and that, see to it that you are tightening your own grip upon Jesus Christ.

The lengthening without the strengthening can only issue in disaster.

—J. D. Jones, Elims of Life, p155.

References.—LIV:2 , 3.—A. T. Pierson, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xli1892 , p360. J. Clifford, ibid. vol. xli1892 , p344. J. Thoburn, ibid. vol. li1897 , p267. LIV:4.—Hugh Black, ibid. vol. lx1901 , p138. LIV:7-10.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxii. No1306. LIV:9.—Ibid. vol. xxxvi. No2176; vol. li. No2962.

The Kindness of the Lord

Isaiah 54:10
There are features of this earth which suggest eternity, voices which mysteriously speak of infinity. The sea is such a feature. Yet we are assured the time shall come when "there shall be no more sea". The mountains are another such feature; we read of the "everlasting hills". Yet, as the text assures us, "The mountains shall depart and the hills be removed ". They serve to symbolize the Divine nature and attributes. But there is a contrast drawn. These stable things of earth shall pass away; but, saith the Lord, "My kindness shall not depart from thee". The Lord"s loving-kindness towards His people is set forth in three clauses of this verse.

I. His Gracious Disposition is Revealed—Very human and very encouraging is the language in which our God speaks of Himself and His feelings towards us. His kindness is not mere indulgence; it is a desire for our holiness as well as our happiness.

II. His Tender Mercy is Recorded.—Mercy is not a mere feeling; it is practically displayed. He "hath mercy upon" us. Whilst righteousness alone might condemn, mercy forbears and forgives.

III. The Covenant of Peace is Established.—A covenant here is not a bargain, but a faithful declaration of Divine purposes. The former covenant was with Israel; the new covenant is with the race which Christ redeemed, the Church which Christ purchased. The element of the covenant is peace with God, with self, with men.

IV. The Unchangeableness of the Lord"s Love.—This is shown by contrast, viz. with earthly objects, as mountains and hills; and implicitly by contrast with earthly possessions and with human friends.

a. It is independent of us, i.e. of our desert, had we any; of our feelings, which are always varying. 

b. It cannot be affected by anything outside us. "Who, what shall separate us from the love of Christ?" 

c. It is part of God"s unchanging nature, whose power cannot fail and whose promises cannot be broken. 

d. It is assured to us in Jesus Christ, who by His advent and by His sacrifice reveals and ratifies a love which never changes and a faithfulness which never betrays. 

V. Our Response.—What shall be our response? Let us think not how we feel towards the Lord, but how He feels towards us. Let us not misinterpret the changes, losses, and sorrows which, so far from being evidences of changes in the Divine heart, are ministrations of His kindness. But in all weakness and discouragement let us rely upon Him Who is independent of all our variableness and inconstancy.

Reference.—LIV:10.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p125.

Isaiah 54:11-13
Ruskin says: "How will you evade the conclusion, that there must be joy, and comfort, and instruction in the literal beauty of architecture, when God, descending in His utmost love to the distressed Jerusalem, and addressing to her His most precious and solemn promises, speaks to her in such words as these: "Oh, thou afflicted, tossed with tempest, and not comforted,"—What shall be done to her?—What brightest emblem of blessing will God set before her? "Behold, I will lay thy stones with fair colours, and thy foundations with sapphires; and I will make thy windows of agates, and thy gates of carbuncles, and all thy borders of pleasant stones." Nor is this merely an emblem of spiritual blessing; for that blessing is added in the concluding words, "And all thy children shall be taught of the Lord, and great shall be the peace of thy children "."

References.—LIV:13.—T. G. Selby, The Holy Spirit and Christian Privilege, p197. Morgan-Dix, Sermons Doctrinal and Practical, p169. LIV:14.—S. Barnett, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lix1901 , p110. LIV:17.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol1. No2918. LV.—Ibid. vol. xxxviii. No2278. J. H. Jowett, Christian World Pulpit, vol. Leviticus 1899 , p282.

55 Chapter 55 

Verses 1-13
The True Imperialism

Isaiah 55:1
I. " Hosea , every one that thirsteth!" That is a call to the faint and the weary. What is he to do? "Incline your ear." "Hearken diligently unto Me."

1. There has to be a discipline of the ear. There has to be a determined and resolute effort to listen to God. The voices of the world are so plausible, so fascinating, so easily seducing, that if a man is to catch the higher voice he must set himself in the resolute act of attention. "Hearken diligently unto me." For the individual and for the nation the discipline of the ear is the first step to the attainment of a strong, restful, unwearied, and satisfying life.

2. The discipline of the ear is to be accompanied by the discipline of the heart. Listen, and then yield. Right hearing necessitates strong and unequivocal doing. Hear the highest, and then uncompromisingly obey it.

II. What would be the issues of such obedience? They are unfolded for us in this chapter with wondrous prodigality. (1) There is the assured promise of a fuller life. "Your soul shall live." Life shall be no longer scant and scrimpy. (2) "Behold, thou shalt call a nation that thou knewest not, and nations that knew not thee shall run unto thee, because of the Lord thy God, for He hath glorified thee." What does that mean? It means that a true and glorified natural life is to create a true and glorified Imperialism.

That is the true imperialism—empire by moral and spiritual sovereignty, allurement and dominion by the fascinating radiance of a pure and sanctified life. (3) A true imperialism is to be accompanied by a splendid magnanimity. The thoughts of the Eternal are characterized by loftiness, by breadth, by comprehensiveness, by an all-inclusive sympathy which vibrates to the interests of each, as though each contained, as indeed it does, the welfare of the whole. The truly imperial people is to share this spacious and inclusive thought.

III. Note the climax of the sequence. All this exalted and glorified character, this true imperialism, this splendid magnanimity, is to issue in a rich, assured, and beautiful ministry. There is to be nothing wavering and uncertain about the moral empire and sovereignty of such a people.

—J. H. Jowett, Apostolic Optimism, p19.

The Great Proclamation

Isaiah 55:1
I. To Whom this Offer is Made.

It is to every one thirsty and penniless. That is a melancholy combination, to be needing something infinitely, and to have not a farthing to get it with. But that is the condition in which we all stand, in regard to the highest and best things.

The man that knows what it is of which he is in such sore need is blessed. The man who only feels dimly that he needs something, and does not know that it is God whom he does need, is condemned to wander in a dry and thirsty land, where no water Isaiah , and where his heart gapes, parched and cracked like the soil upon which he treads.

But there are dormant thirsts too. It is no proof of superiority that a savage has fewer wants than we have, for want is the open mouth into which supply comes. And you all have deep in your nature desires which will for ever keep you from being blessed or at rest unless they are awakened and settled, though these desires are all unconscious.

And yet there are no desires so dormant but that their being ungratified makes a man restless. Until your earthly life is like the life of Jesus Christ in heaven even whilst you are on earth, you will never be at rest.

" Hosea , every one that thirsteth." That designation includes us all. "And he that hath no money." Who has any? Notice that the persons represented in our text as penniless are, in the next verse, remonstrated with for spending "money". Which being translated out of parable into fact, is simply this, that our efforts may and do win for us the lower satisfactions which meet our transitory and superficial necessities, but that no effort of ours can secure for us the loftier blessings which slake the Diviner thirsts of immortal souls.

II. In What it Consists.

Jesus Christ Himself is the all-sufficient supply, and the soul that has Him shall never thirst.

III. How do we Get the Gifts?

The paradox of my text needs little explanation, "Buy without money and without price". The contradiction on the surface is but intended to make emphatic this blessed truth, that the only conditions are a sense of need, and a willingness to take—nothing else, and nothing more.

—A Maclaren, The Wearied Christ, p118.

Illustration.—They tell an old story about the rejoicings at the coronation of some great king, when there was set up in the market-place a triple fountain, from each of whose three lips flowed a different kind of rare liquor, which any man who chose to bring a pitcher might fill from, at his choice. Notice my text, "Come ye to the waters"... "buy wine and milk". The great fountain is set up in the market-place of the world, and every man may come; and whichever of this glorious trinity of effluents he needs most, there his. lip may glue itself and there it may drink, be it "water" that refreshes, or "wine" that gladdens, or "milk" that nourishes. They are all contained in this one great gift that flows out from the deep heart of God to the thirsty lips of parched humanity.

—A. Maclaren, The Wearied Christ, p121.

References.— Leviticus 1.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p142. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. iv. No199; vol. xx. No1161; vol. xxix. No1726. C. Jerdan, Pastures of Tender Grass, p327. H. J. Wilmot-Buxton, Sunday Lessons for Daily Life, p109. J. H. Jowett, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lvii1900 , p401. J. A. Alexander, The Gospel of Jesus Christ, p332. Leviticus 1 , 2.—A. G. Mortimer, The Church"s Lessons for the Christian Year, part i. p139. Leviticus 1-3.—R. W. Pritchard, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxiii1903 , p99. Leviticus 1-7.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xliii. No2534. Leviticus 1-13.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p134.

Wise Investments

Isaiah 55:2
Money and labour are the two great commodities which rule the exchange of life. The rich man gives his money, the poor his labour; and the words of our text therefore challenge the two classes of society—the one because they make a foolish expenditure of wealth, and the other because they get a poor return for their work.

I. Unwise Expenditure.—It Isaiah , perhaps, necessary to do no more than mention the very unwise expenditure of money and labour, of which most of us can tell, in the years that are past; how much has gone for flowers in the banquet of life, and how little for "bread". What care and toil have been devoted for that which, after all, has brought in the least possible amount of satisfaction. The leanness of many of our souls, and the restlessness of the hearts of thousands, could well bear witness to the necessity of the remonstrance, "Wherefore do ye spend money for that which is not bread? and your labour for that which satisfieth not?"

II. Some Good Investments.—It will suit our purpose better if we consider what are some of life"s good investments, which bring in solid advantages-such as a man really wants if his soul is to prosper.

a. Peace of Mind. I place first among the gains of life peace of mind, and for that the investment is simply and alone acts of faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. You must commit your whole self, as a poor miserable sinner, absolutely to His grace and power. Your soul must go forth, without question upon that bold venture—accepting the promise as endorsed with the faithfulness of Almighty God. Do it fearlessly; and the result is sure: there will come back a sense of pardon; and the interest of that pardon, if I may so call it, pays you every day and every moment. 

b. Truth. The next thing which you will do well to traffic in is truth, the clear knowledge of God"s truth. No man can get truth without labour. It is the wages of severe work. You must be always looking out for the teachings of truth. You must make your Bible a real daily study. You must pray over it; you must hold fast the little you get, and continually add to it You must gather it as the Israelites gathered their manna, little by little—morning and evening, every day. 

c. Affections of our Fellow-creatures. I place next the affections of our fellow-creatures. Every affection is a real possession, and well worth the purchase, cost it what it may, so we do not barter truth. Therefore, lay yourself out for affections—not selfishly, not that you may be liked, not that you may be gratified, but for real affection"s sake, and as a means to a high end; and especially, I should say, the affection of any who from any cause have been placed at some disadvantage, say persons who are afflicted, or the poor—for there are no affections so generous, so precious. 

d. Usefulness. Following this, and as a consequence (for unless we are loved we cannot do it), comes usefulness, one of the few things worth living for—usefulness to the body, usefulness to the mind, usefulness to the soul. I pity the person who is content to live on without trying to be useful. Whatever you have, remember He is the proprietor of all, and will take account whether it has been used selfishly, or for Him and His—His poor, His sick, His children, His sufferers, His outcasts, His saints, His Church, His world. Have some definite work always in hand for usefulness. 

e. Treasure in Heaven. Everything which we give or do for God is actually laying up for us treasure in heaven: transferred from this insecure and bankrupt world to the high places of that safe bank. It is gone before, and awaits us there against the time we come, and every day we may increase that hidden treasure within the veil. The return it pays us now, in God"s retributive justice, is a payment of all we touch; and we shall receive it all back again at last a hundredfold. 
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The Rain and the Word

Isaiah 55:10-11
The Gospel is compared to rain and snow in its

I. Origin.—"From heaven." All truth is Divine in its source.

II. Operation.—"Watereth the earth." The Gospel produces a marvellous change on the human heart.

III. Benefits.—"That it may give seed to the sower and bread to the eater." The Gospel gives instruction, comfort, strength, confidence.

IV. Final Results.—" It shall prosper in the thing whereto I sent it." We do not see this yet; but we shall by and by.

—F. J. Austin, Seeds and Saplings, p48.

References.— Leviticus 10.—W. Simpson, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xxxix1891 , p361. Leviticus 10 , 11.—H. Hensley Henson, ibid. vol. lxxi1907 , p56. T. P. Boultbee, Outlines of Sermons on the Old Testament, p232. F. E. Paget, Studies in the Christian Character, p41. G. E. Jelf, Plain Preaching to Poor People (9th Series), p25. Leviticus 10 , 13.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xli. No2410.

The Reputation of God

Isaiah 55:13
By "a name" we mean a reputation. This old Testament word carries the same signification in my text

I. It is Necessary that God should have a Name. —It is not necessary that we should have a name, but it is obviously necessary that God should. One of God"s earliest rights is the right of reputation. This shall be accorded Him, says my text, "And it shall be to the Lord for a name".

God desires a name. Some believe in an impassive God. Surely not such is the God of the Bible. It is necessary God should have a name that His people may realize it. One of our greatest spiritual blessings is to realize the reputation of God. Men must know what God is that they may appreciate Him with reverent appreciation.

It is necessary God should have a name for the world"s sake. Prayer of Manasseh , considered as separated from God by sin, needs to know that august and redeeming name. Give God a name, for till men know God they are dead whilst they live.

II. God"s Deliverances of His People give Him a Name.—Note the prophecy in v12 , "For ye shall go out... and be led forth".

God has a wondrous reputation in all things. But that He is the God of deliverances gives Him His greatest name. God has such a conception of redemption as never entered into the heart of man.

God delivers from guilt. God delivers from evil habit. God delivers from sorrow.

III. The Characteristics of God"s People give Him a Name.—The emancipated ones are to be marked by "joy" and "peace". We give God a name when gracious characteristics mark us. Joy is the privilege of the Lord"s redeemed. But peace is an even richer gift.

IV. Nature, as Suggestive of the Spiritual, gives God a Name.—"The mountains and the hills shall break forth before you into singing, and all the trees of the field shall clap their hands." Nature has a mystical value. To some souls Nature is non-spiritual. They find God eludes them in that province. To others Nature is a shrine of God and is crammed with heaven.

Said Blake, who was alike painter and poet, "You ask me if, when I look at the sunrise, I see a round disc of fire something like a guinea. No, I do not. I see an innumerable company of the heavenly host, crying, "Holy, Holy, Holy"." He added, "I look through the window, not with it".

V. All Beautiful Transformations give God a Name.—"Instead of the thorn shall come up the fir-tree, and instead of the brier shall come up the myrtle-tree: and it shall be to the Lord for a name." Every renewed nature is a testimony to God. National and world-wide conversion will glorify God"s reputation in inconceivable degree.

—Dinsdale T. Young, The Crimson Book, p221.
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56 Chapter 56 

57 Chapter 57 

Verses 1-21
Wearied in the Greatness of the Way

Isaiah 57:10
Weariness—spiritual weariness—that is our subject tonight. It seems that in this chapter, as so often, the language of the Prophet is suggested by the incidents of national history. The memorable journey of Israel through the wilderness, in the passage from Egypt to Canaan, was fraught with many lessons concerning human infirmity and concerning Divine righteousness and grace. In this passage, where Isaiah laments the sinful defections of the nation, he makes use of the wanderings of the wilderness to illustrate the experience of rebellious and apostate Israel. The people wander and wander, and know no repose; they are "wearied in the greatness of their way".

I. Causes of Spiritual Weariness.—These are mainly two:—

a. Abandonment to error and sin. "There is no peace, saith my God, to the wicked." They who are led by Satan are led in a devious, an aimless, and altogether unsatisfactory and wretched road. 

b. The deceitfulness of false religion. Men, feeling their spiritual need and misery, strive to make out a way of safety and of peace for themselves. They sometimes submit to many sufferings in the hope of propitiating the Deity and of appeasing their own conscience. The self-imposed penances and pilgrimages and privations of the religious who yield themselves to the devices of human religions are chargeable with no small part of the misery of mankind. Men following the lead of such delusive lights grow "wearied in the greatness of their way". 

II. Signs of Spiritual Weariness.—These are:—

a. Dissatisfaction. The journey is too "great" for human strength. They who undertake it find no peace. 

b. Distress. This is natural enough when effort has been put forth and sacrifices have been made, and all in vain. 

c. Despondency. They who journey for long, and who find themselves in no way advanced towards their goal, or who return to the point whence they set out, are likely enough to abandon themselves to despair. 

III. Remedy for Spiritual Weariness.

a. Confess the error and folly of the past. If the whole course has been a mistake, it is well to find out that it has been Song of Solomon , to cease deluding self, to acknowledge that the weariness of the spirit is owing to having "followed too much the devices and desires of our own hearts". 

b. Abandon the ways which have brought only to weariness and to misery. 

c. Accept Divine guidance, that the feet which have so long and so often erred may be led into the way of peace. 

References.—LVII:10.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xii. No684. LVII:14.—Ibid. vol. xxvii. No1579. H. Ward Beecher, ibid. (4th Series), p90. G. W. McCree, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xxxix1891 , p275. J. H. Jowett, ibid. vol. xlvi1894 , p35. F. Hastings, ibid. vol11896 , p403.

The Eternal and His Habitations

Isaiah 57:15
I. The first great theme of meditation the text brings before us is God"s inhabitation of infinite time. In all eternity past there is no vacant century, no unpeopled epoch, no barren, unillumined, God-lacking millennium. He fills immeasurable time to its utmost dimension, every moment of the vast eternity, past and to be, pulsating with God"s conscious presence.

II. We are reminded of God"s inhabitation of selected space. "I dwell in the high and holy place." God presents Himself to us in these words as a being who brings His noblest attributes within space-limits because the dwellers in the high and holy place with whom He communes are beings to whom space-limits attach.

God dwells here with an express and intentional manifestation wanting in those extensions of His wisdom and power which touch every part of the universe alike. God is present, but not equally present and unveiled in all the orbs of the firmament. There are elect realms in which He vouchsafes peculiar epiphanies of His majesty and spiritual perfection.

III. God"s inhabitation of the individual hearts of His contrite ones is declared. This rests upon His pure compassion. Not only does He stoop to the finite that is holy but also to the finite that is frail.

That He Who inhabits eternity and receives the homage of the high and holy place should seek this latest enshrinement is a mystery, but it is a self-consistent mystery. In making the humbled heart sensible of His presence He appeals more directly to man"s consciousness than would be possible by any other method. He must deal with us first in the sphere of the affections. His opening revelations are revelations of healing tenderness to that part of man"s nature which is most susceptible to His influence. "Like as a father pitieth his children, so the Lord pitieth them that fear Him." That truth gets into the affections and puts mystic fire at their source.

IV. This is a mystery of condescension, but it is a self-consistent mystery. The revival and homeward return of the life that came from God is the clue to this enigma of pity and gentleness. It is no slight thing to recover and restore that life. By this inhabitation of contrite hearts the Eternal will add at last a new kingdom to the high and holy place where He is enshrined. From those to whom He so strangely bows Himself He will attract a devotion of which those never needing a Saviour may be incapable. "We love Him because He first loved us,"—true for angels, but uniquely true for us.

—T. G. Selby, The Lesson of a Dilemma, p165.

References.—LVII:15.—G. McHardy, Christian World Pulpit, vol. li1897 , p134. R. J. Campbell, City Temple Sermons, p199. F. W. Robertson, Sermons Preached at Brighton (3Series), p230.

God"s Two Homes

Isaiah 57:15-16
We know and believe separately the doctrines of the majesty and of the mercy of God, but it probably seldom occurs to a Christian to think of one as a result of the other. It would not occur to us to say that God sent His Son into the world because He is almighty and infinite, and all-glorious, or that Jesus came to save us because He is the eternal God. Yet this or something very like it is what Isaiah does say in the text.

I. Isaiah , who says so much elsewhere, both before and after this chapter, of the work and the sufferings of Jesus, here does not mention Him; he speaks of the dwelling of God with the humble, of the mercy of God to the contrite, not as fruits of the Incarnation or of the sacrifice of Christ, but as results of the glory of the Eternal Father, the High and Lofty One that inhabiteth eternity. The special truth that seems set forth in these verses Isaiah , that the Incarnation and the Sacrifice of Christ, while they are to us the cause and the source of all blessing, of all pardon, of all grace, of all holiness, of all salvation, are themselves not the cause but the effect of the mercy and the love of God the Father; as Jesus says Himself, "God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son".

II. The reason why God is so eager to revive the spirit of the humble, and to revive the heart of the contrite ones, is simply His own majesty, His greatness, before which they are so little. This is a great and glorious thought if only we can bring our minds to the effort of grasping it. Our creation, our preservation, our redemption, and all the mercies of the Gospel, are not merely acts of God, things that He has been pleased to do, and which we may rejoice that He has done, but which might have been otherwise; they are all the overflow of the fullness of God"s own nature. Because He is what He Isaiah , He has done what He has done. The time will come when the world and all the works therein shall be burned up, even the works of God Himself. The time will come when there will be no Holy Bible, no Christian Church, no faith in Christ; but those who now know and trust in the redeeming work of God know that their salvation rests, not on the Bible, not on the Church, nor on their own faith, but on Him who is the same yesterday, Today, and for ever; that it can never fail until there be no God, or not the same God as our God.

III. Thus then God"s promises are made surer than certainty; we know and more than know that He is ready to dwell with us. Only let us be such as those with whom He dwells: "With him that is of a contrite and humble spirit, to revive the spirit of the humble, and to revive the spirit of the contrite ones". Do not think that this is said only of the beginning of the Christian"s conversion: that though he must have a contrite and humble spirit before God will come to dwell with him, yet his heart is healed and his spirit exalted as soon as God comes. It is with the heart that is—not only that has been—humble and contrite, that God will dwell; it is with the spirit that does not forget its own sin, even when it feels and knows and rejoices in God"s grace. We have not to do anything that we cannot do, only what our own nature requires of itself. Being weak, we ought to be humble; being sinful we ought to be contrite, even though we had nothing to hope for by it. To this simple confession of the truth—a thing that has no merit, that ought to require no effort—to this God promises His presence.

—W. H. Simcox, The Cessation of Prophecy, p48.
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58 Chapter 58 

Verses 1-14
The Dangers of Fasting (Ash Wednesday)

Isaiah 58:1
There are two classes of people to whom Lent brings no blessing—those who do not keep it at all, and those who, while they observe it with outward formalities and even with strictness, yet do not keep it in the spirit of true penitence.

I. What a strange picture is here drawn! a nation seemingly most religious, not only fulfilling the ordinances of religion, but delighting in them, and yet absolutely without spiritual life. This character is described in other pails of Isaiah , notably in the first chapter, and is the character which is most difficult to change.

What is the character which Isaiah is describing? We must carefully bear in mind that it is not the conscious hypocrite, but the self-righteous, the self-deceived man who is here brought before us. It is not the man who is wealing the garb of religion in order to deceive his fellow-men, but who all the time knows himself to be a hypocrite. On the contrary, this man is conscious only of virtue, he delights in approaching God, religion is the interest of his life. He is the prototype of the Pharisee in the temple. The Pharisees of our Lord"s day, like those Jews in the time of Isaiah , to whom this rebuke is addressed, looked upon the externals of religion as its important part, and entirely ignored its life in the soul.

God demands external worship as the manifestation of the religion of the heart, not as a substitute for it.

II. Jehovah points out what was wrong in the fasting of His people:—

1. The motive of their fasting was wrong. They looked upon fasting as constituting a claim upon God, rather than as a help to penitence.

2. The method of their fasting was wrong, as God points out, "Behold in the day of your fast ye find pleasure, and exact all your labours".

3. The accompaniment of their fasting was wrong.

III. God proceeds to indicate the manner in which they may make their fasting acceptable to Him and of value to their own soul:—

1. Fasting should be accompanied with penitence.

2. Fasting should be associated with almsgiving, that Isaiah , with works of charity.

3. Fasting must always be attended by prayer.

We must fast with Christ in the wilderness during Lent if we are to rejoice with Christ in the gladness of Easter Day.

—A. G. Mortimer, The Church"s Lessons for the Christian Year, part ii. p229.
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The Necessity of Selflessness to Charity

Isaiah 58:8
I. This whole chapter is an exhortation to charity. The Prophet is urging men to deeds of ministration—to sympathy with the poor, compassion for the sorrowful, help for the needy. He says that such a life of sacrifice is of more value than the keeping of sacred days or the attendance at holy festivals. But he says that even this life of sacrifice will have no value unless it is sought for its own sake—that is to say, for the sake of the sufferer.

II. Do not think of the glory with which God will recompense you. Let that glory be to you in the rear—a thing not before your eyes. Let the only thing before your eyes be the cause of righteousness, the duty to minister, the need to succour man; "Thy righteousness shall go before thee; the glory of the Lord shall be thy rereward".

III. In the life for God there is an invitation to personal glory. But the Prophet tells us to put the promise behind our back until we have finished the sacrifice. He bids us forget the glory until we have surrendered the life. He says: "There is joy in heaven to a sacrificial soul; but I would not have that soul keep the joy of heaven before its eyes. I would have it, when it serves the beggar, forget the golden streets and the pearly gates and the unsetting suns and the crystal rivers and the living fountains. I would have it remember only the claims of love. I would have it remember only the cries of the perishing and the groans of the wounded and the deep inarticulate longings of those who are too feeble to cry, let the glory of the Lord be my rereward."

—G. Matheson, Messages of Hope, p53.
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The Guidance of the Holy Spirit

Isaiah 58:11
In very deed the promise given to God"s people by Isaiah of old is fulfilled in the Christian Church; and as we live our lives in union with Jesus, we are called on to live them under the constant guidance of the Holy Spirit of God.

I. Jesus is our Director. Notice how truly His direction supplies our need.

1. The first qualification which a wise director must possess is knowledge—a threefold knowledge. (a) He who would direct me aright must know clearly what it is that God wills me to be, he must have a clear apprehension of the end of my life. (b) He must know the nature of the one he guides. (c) He must have a continuous knowledge of the external circumstances of my life.

2. Firmness. Jesus Christ is firm; most tender, most patient, most constant, yet most firm.

3. We need sympathy also in our director; we need one who will feel with us as he guides us along the road which leads to eternal life. For of necessity this road is the Via Crucis, there is no other way which can bring us to the haven where we would be.

II. Notice how He directs us; it is by the ministry of the indwelling Spirit. Who is the Holy Spirit? You know full well that He is the Third Person of the Ever Blessed Trinity. Yet there are many who practically think of the Holy Ghost as simply an Influence coming forth from the Father and the Son. We can put this easily to the test. How often do you offer in your devotions direct adoration to the Holy Ghost? How often do you offer thanksgiving to the Holy Ghost? How often do you offer direct prayer to the Holy Ghost? If direct worship of the Holy Ghost is lacking from our devotions, is it not because the verity of His Divine Personality is not really laid hold on by us?

God the Holy Ghost is in us. Why? To lead us as our indwelling Guide. "Let Thy loving Spirit lead me forth into the land of righteousness." Such was the ancient cry, and that cry has been answered in an arresting manner in the Church of God. Speaking to His Apostles on the night of His betrayal, Christ uses these words about the Holy Ghost: "He dwelleth with you and shall be in you". Of old He was with them, guiding them from without, but now He is in us, guiding us from within; and this is the essential condition of all true Christian liberty, that we are taught by an indwelling Teacher, and guided by an indwelling Guide.

How does He guide us? Not by sensible visions and signs. (1) He guides us first by His action on our minds; He instils into them holy thoughts; He reveals truth after truth, each of which calls for moral correspondence. (2) He acts not only on our minds, but on our hearts. (3) He acts upon our wills. (4) He guides us by acting upon our conscience.

III. Practical rules to help you in living this guided life:—

1. We must obey our Lord"s calls promptly. 

2. Our Lord"s calls must be fully responded to. 

3. When Christ calls, we must respond perseveringly. 

—George Body, The Guided Life, p3.

A Watered Garden

Isaiah 58:11
"A watered garden." There is too much music in these two words; we could have done with one of them. "A garden"—beautiful; "Watered"—music in itself, but "a watered garden," both things together and both things in our possession, and we ourselves representing that dual wealth. Who can handle a Psalm so magnificent, so majestic?

I. Yet even this text may give us pause, may lead us to the asking of some piercing questions. The further such questions penetrate the soul the better for the soul"s health. "A watered garden:" cannot a garden water itself? No. That is the answer, definite, cold—discouraging, encouraging, as we may take the term. Is it not enough to be a garden? what matter about the sunshine? who cares about the rain or the dew? Is it not enough to be a garden, a geometric form, pearled and diamonded with many a flower? The king"s gardens cannot do without rain; Solomon"s parterres wither away but for the morning dew and the summer shower. We need something from without. We are always reminded that there is no one world; you may write it up and sneer at the other worlds, and enclose yourselves in little square cages in which there is no room for an altar; you can do this; but again and again the Lord of the vineyard cometh to seek fruit, and if we have not supplicated His sunshine and His rain, His morning dew, we shall have no fruit for Him when He comes to visit His own land.

Cannot a man sustain himself by his own resources? He cannot. If any man has tried to do so he will be the loudest in his confirmation of my reply. We soon exhaust ourselves, we want the other Prayer of Manasseh , the other hand to touch, the other eyes to look into, the other voice to fill the dull vacancy of our solitude. Is it not enough to be a man? What do you mean by being a man? A figure is not a Prayer of Manasseh , a corpse is not a man; a mere personality, if it could be detached from all other personalities, would not be a man. We cannot live upon stature or figure or aught that our hand can hold. Life is deeper; there is a sanctuary of life, a well far away, where spring water bubbles and gurgles and flashes out in the sunlight like a great gospel preached to the thirst of man. You think you can do with your own resources; let us test your foolish argument for one moment, if we may dignify it by the name of argument.

II. Self-sustenance is not the law of the body; why should it be the law of the mind? Let us reason from the lower to the higher. Every day every man has to go out of himself to keep himself going. If he would study that simple philosophy, he would soon begin to pray. But he will not: he is led captive by Satan at his will. Who can believe that the body not living upon its own resources proves to the soul that it has resources enough within itself? The mind is not sustained by itself. You have books; lay them down, be your own book. You cannot. You need some other man to write you a book, and sometimes to explain it to you. You have libraries. What are libraries but wheatfields for the mind? If I ask you in the autumn, What do you want with all these golden growths, all these purple riches and vegetable and fruit? you say, We require all these things for the sustenance of the body. And what do you want with all these libraries, and museums, and academies, and colleges, and schools of every name and degree? These are the wheatfields which the soul reaps, and it needs them every one, for the soul is bigger than literature. The soul lives by friction with some other soul. God is fire. To come into happy attrition with Him, or contact, or friction, who can tell what may come out of that soul touching soul, man praying to God? Prayer is a kind of friction if truly wise and honest, and out of that friction come sparks to lighten the night and put out the common sun.

III. As we do not leave a garden to take care of itself, neither should we leave ourselves to ourselves.

God waits to give us every one more water, more sustenance, more sunshine. What we might be if we would enjoy our privileges! Into what great distance we might have entered the sanctuary if we had really cared to be at the upper and inner altar that we might be blessed by its sacrifices! Oh that thou hadst hearkened unto me! then had thy peace flowed as a river and thy righteousness had been as the waves of the sea. A branch cannot bear fruit except it abide in the vine, and the Vine is Christ, and except we be in Christ our souls cannot receive the true culture or the true nourishment.

—Joseph Parker, City Temple Pulpit, vol. ii. p194.
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59 Chapter 59 

Verses 1-21
Sin As Separation From God

Isaiah 59:2
We cannot fathom the mystery of sin; we may not even ask the questions, How? and Why? But we may contemplate the terrible fact, and remind ourselves of what it is.

All sin, in its degree, separates the soul from God: and whatever separates from God is sin.

I. All sin in its degree separates the soul from God, "and sin, when it is perfected, bringeth forth death". For as the separation of the body from the soul is the death of the body, so the utter separation of the soul from God is the death of the soul. Absolute separation from God must be eternal death. Every hope of restoration, every prayer for pardon, every upward glance to God as the soul"s true good, is based on, and is the proof of, the fact that the soul is not yet altogether separated from God.

II. Sin is the great separation of the sou! from Him Who is our Life. We talk of degrees of sin, of little sins and great ones, of sins mortal and sins venial. And though there is a sense in which all sins are mortal and all sins are venial, yet the distinction is a real one. Some sins tend more directly than others to widen the breach between the soul and God. We call them mortal because they have more power to weaken the will, and to blind the conscience; or because they imply a greater rejection of God"s love, or estrange us more entirely from holy things, or bow us down more closely to the earth. And yet the little sins play a more terrible part than we know in the soul"s tragedy. A great sin often brings its own visible punishment, its own recoil. We see its loathsomeness. But the little sins are so little we hardly notice them. They are like the drizzling rain which wets us through before we think of taking shelter.

III. And as sin is primarily the act by which the soul turns away from God, so the revelation of God"s Love in Christ is primarily a Reconciliation, an Atonement; in the old sense of that word, an At-one-ment. Christ healed us, paid our debt, bought us with a price, satisfied the Law—all that He did; but they were all parts of the work of reconciliation. And that reconciliation is always in the Bible, a reconciliation of man to God. In the Incarnation the restoration of human nature is begun. On Calvary the work of Atonement is complete.

God in creation willed that man should serve Him with a willing love, and man refused. God wills that all should be reconciled to Him in Christ, and men reject His love.

IV. Sin is the unutterable mystery of our lives. We cannot solve it; but this we know—it is man"s work, not God"s. Not one soul shall be separated from Heaven which has not rejected the appeal of love: "Ye will not come unto Me, that ye might have life".

—Aubrey L. Moore, Some Aspects of Sin, p65.

The Tragic Schism

Isaiah 59:2
It is said that sometimes the ridge of rock or the sand-bank separating the island from the mainland to which it was once joined may be walked across at low tide, or at least traversed by one who will consent to wade. And so when the floods of passion ebb we may see traces of connecting pathways between ourselves and God and prove that converse with His presence is not a lost possibility of our history.

I. It was thus with Israel in the days of humiliation and reproach. Its people could look back to times of memorable intimacy with the Most High when God seemed to be very near and the prayers of prophets and righteous men possessed an efficacy that had perished from the formal service of recent years. There may possibly be in us and in the communities to which we belong a like experience of decline. Restraints and reservations, which we call the spirit of the age, have wedged themselves in between our souls and God. There was once a union that seemed to be vital, but much has come between us. God"s resources can never verge on exhaustion. It is only a moral impediment of the most portentous character that can keep God and the children of His household apart. Sin is the tragic schism, the great divide, parting off worlds in which God hides His face from those in which He reveals the glory of His loving kindness. And this is the paramount condemnation of sin; it bereaves the human spirit of God—its one essential good.

II. The conditions of modern business life are sometimes adduced as an excuse for the waning spirit of prayer and the outfading consciousness of Divine help. God, however, can make Himself known to men under all conditions but those of wilful sin, and if He has fixed your vocation and there is something in it that puts God far from you, that barrier is what you have perversely built up, and not what God has placed there by the determinative act of His Providence.

III. We are sometimes ready to put down this tragic schism to the progress of scientific thought. God is desiccated, systematized into a scheme of mechanics, turned into an ingenious automaton conditioned by His own methods. Perhaps we may one day see that the modern argument against prayer is the cast-off garment of the old theological fatalism, turned and remade with a few scraps of science to trim it into the fashion.

IV. The inscrutable methods of God"s sovereignty are sometimes adduced to explain away this ominous separation referred to by the Prophet. More often than not it is sin which veils God and His goodness from the sad breaking, woebegone heart, and we shall not get out of the gloom by closing our eyes to the explanation and assuming that this terrible silence of the Most High, this apparent indisposition to help at the mere thought of which the heart sickens ana faints, is one of the decrees of His unsearchable sovereignty. This separation is often veiled from us by the illusion of the senses and the pomps of this present evil world. If sin is ignored, unconfessed, unforsaken, if unflattering truths are obstinately disguised, we shall find at last that our capacity for communion with God is lost and our doom is an abyss from which there can be no uplifting.

—T. G. Selby, The Unheeded God, p24.

Hopeless Weaving

Isaiah 59:6
The Prophet Isaiah has laid hold on the idea, now a commonplace of our thought, that all character is a web. And from our text we wish to look at one or two methods of character-weaving which are doomed to miserable failure when the web of life is spun.

I. Half-done Duties.—To find a man who confesses that he does not do his duty is as rare as to find one who admits he has not got common sense. But experience shows us that multitudes perform their duty in such a way that it is but half-done. In the ordinary routine of life they are always a little late, and consequently have to work with haste—a small thing in itself did we not consider that this habit forms itself into a character which is discounted in the eyes of God and man. Or take the higher duty of man to love God and keep His commandments. There are moments of Pisgah vision, but what weary leagues of plain are there unredeemed by any thought of God! This half-done duty is life"s shuttle plied with a palsied hand, and the fabric of character is such as in the end will put the weaver to the blush.

II. Half-conquered Temptations.—Many a man is conquered who does not fall. Such grace may be given that a man is able to stand, but if Satan can leave behind one little thought of evil he reckons it as a triumph. Our Saviour was tempted as other men, but when the tempter was gone there was not one spot of evil upon the pure lustre of our Redeemer"s mind.

III. What is the Secret of Duties half-done, of Temptation half-conquered?—The secret is half-consecrated lives. If all the provinces of the soul do not obey the Divine mandate, we need not be astonished if rebellion sometimes shows its head. What we want is enthusiastic piety. The enthusiast spares no pains, counts no cost, deems no labour too much. Once let a soul be fired with the love of God, and body, soul, and spirit will be laid on the altar, a living sacrifice.

IV. When we have done our best to weave, we are not to go to heaven in our own garments. Christ has provided raiment for His people, woven on the cross and dyed there in colours more enduring than Tyrian purple. We have to weave as those who have to prove their calling, not win it.

—J. Wallace, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lvi1899 , p279.

References.—LIX:6.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p174. J. S. Maver, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lvi1899 , p157. H. W. Morrow, ibid. vol. lxx1906 , p381. LIX:9.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xv. No884. LIX:16-21.—Ibid. vol. xlv. No2617. LIX:17.—Ibid. vol. xiv. No832. LIX:19.—Ibid. vol. xii. No718. G. Matheson, Voices of the Spirit, p71. F. B. Meyer, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xlvii1895 , p407.

60 Chapter 60 

Verses 1-22
The "No Mores" of Life

Isaiah 60
I. The tone is very wonderful. No more sun, no more moon, no more wasting, no more violence, no more earth, no more firmament heaven, but quite another heaven, which that great firmament has been trying, and trying in vain, to hint at all these countless thousands of ages. It is very curious to notice how many things you can part with without parting with yourself. It is astonishing how many things you could cut off your own self and leave yourself in all its superior faculties and capacities.

Now it is proposed, and given to us as a promise to be kept in the heart, that there shall be no more sun, no more moon, no more stars and planets and other fiery points. How foolish therefore we have been to have regarded all these things as of any importance beyond a very limited line! Yet how mightily we have been taken up with these things, and how forgetful we have been of prayer! Is it not like Prayer of Manasseh , is it not a map of himself drawn by his own hand, that he should be so busy looking at things that were doomed before they ever came into existence?

II. What is the eternal in relation to this particular text and context? The words are beautiful: "Thy God thy glory"; that is to say, thy God thy sun, thy God thy moon, thy God thy morning. Find all things in God, all you want, all you need, all that can be dreamed by sanctified fancy. I saw no temple in that upper city, said the seer in his Sabbath vision. And why did he see no temple in that upper city? Because the city was all temple. People forget that. They say that institutionalism will be done away; I would rather say that institutionalism will be purified, ennobled, sanctified; for God has been aiming at something even through the blunders of religion and civilization. All things are moving forward even when they seem to be moving backward, and things are often moving backward when they seem to be moving forward. We did not start the action, and we cannot control it. When one poor wondering man said, How can this thing be? how can a little one become a thousand, how can a small one become a strong nation? the great religious triumphant answer was, "I the Lord will hasten it in His time". So He orders out of His way all mean in a;ruptions and all the temporary substitutes for Himself.

III. Then think, looking at the text and the context, what a wonderful process, taking the Bible as a whole, there is going on under what may be called the category of the "no mores "of life. "No more sun, no more moon, no more sea, no more light, no more death, neither shall there be any more pain"—thus you can look at God cutting away the universe until He gets at its soul, meaning, personality, outliving matter and surviving it by countless ages of ages.

No more violence, no more destruction, no more wasting. All these things exhaust themselves. Whatever burns is burning itself out. But if we could get behind the burning and see the meaning, then we would know that burning of that sort such as Moses saw at Horeb is a self-renewing burning. So that we read further in the context that the sun shall be as it were restored with another significance. "Thy sun shall no more go down; neither shall thy moon withdraw itself: for"—God will give them both a new handling, He will take them up into Himself—"the Lord shall be thine everlasting life, and the days of thy mourning shall be ended".

God has always been moving along the line of progress. This is His programme. "For brass I will bring gold, and for iron I will bring silver, and for wood brass, and for stones iron;" everything shall change places with everything else. The Lord"s providence is a great movement, a continual action and interplay, and no man can stay the action: it is God"s. O rest in the Lord, and wait patiently for Him, and He will give thee thine heart"s desire.

—Joseph Parker, City Temple Pulpit, vol. v. p213.

Reference.—LX.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlviii. No2764.

Isaiah 60:1
It is recorded that in Athens there was a law according to which any man who had a lighted candle and refused to allow another to light his by its means, was to be punished by death. This kind of communication is illustrated even in connexion with physical light, since it spreads and imparts itself to some other thing without itself diminishing or losing anything; and still more it is the nature of spirit itself to remain in possession of what belongs to it, while giving another a share in what it possesses.

—Hegel.

Isaiah 60:1
Mrs. H. B. Stowe, in her reminiscences of her grandmother, tells how "on one occasion, after her hearing had become slightly impaired, a wordy battle had been raging round her for some time, which, as she could not understand what we said, and as we seemed to be getting more and more earnest, moved her solicitude very deeply. At last she called one of my brothers to her, and said, "There, now, if you have talked long enough, I want you to read something to me," and gave him that eloquent chapter in Isaiah which begins, "Arise, shine; for thy light is come, and the glory of the Lord is risen upon thee"; and goes on to describe the day when the whole earth shall be full of the glory of the Lord. Her face, while he was reading, was like a transparency, luminous with internal light. At the close she said, "Bishop Heber tells in his memoirs how, off in India, there were four ministers of Christ met together, all of different denominations, and they read this chapter together, and found then there was one thing they all agreed in exactly"."

References.—LX:1.—E. L. Hull, Sermons, p71. A. F. Winnington Ingram, Banners of the Christian Faith, p197. J. M. Neale, Sermons on the Prophets, vol. i. p240. H. Scott Holland, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xxxix1891 , p24. A. H. Mortimer, The Church"s Lessons for the Christian Year, part i. p114. A. H. Bradford, Christian World Pulpit, vol11896 , p181. H. W. Webb-Peploe, Calls to Holiness, p175. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlv. No2617. J. Keble, Sermons for Christmas and Epiphany, p69.

Light Obtained: Light Diffused (The Epiphany)

Isaiah 60:1-3
We ourselves are a part fulfilment of this prophecy. It is Israel"s God we worship, Israel"s faith that boats in our hearts, Israel"s hope we cherish, Israel"s Messiah in Whom we trust for salvation, Israel"s privilege to which we are admitted. The light is risen. It has spread to the dark places of the earth. Many out of every nation have come to its beams; they bask in its glory.

The Church of Today is what it is through the fulfilment of this prophecy in part; the Church of the future will be what it shall become through its fulfilment in completeness. God hath not cast off His people whom He foreknew. The Redeemer shall come to Zion (chap; Romans 11:26). Israel shall be converted. Their conversion will have a powerful reactive effect on the Gentiles. "For," says St. Paul, "if the casting away of them be the reconciling of the world, what shall the receiving of them be but life from the dead?" ( Romans 11:11-16).

Dropping the special reference to Israel, and viewing the text in its universal bearings, we have—

I. The Church Enlightened by Christ"s Coming.—"Thy light is come.... The glory of the Lord is risen upon thee" (v1). The reference is to the coming of Christ, the God-man Redeemer. Christ arose upon His Church like a great sun, imparting light, reviving courage, diffusing gladness, making bright with glory. "The Sun of Righteousness" ( Malachi 4:2). Christ gives light—

a. By imparting saving knowledge. He taught men of the Father. He showed the way of life. He put into the precepts of the law a depth of spiritual meaning never seen in them before. He could say of Himself, "I am the Light of the World"; "I am the Truth" (St. John 8:12; John 14:6). Christ could give this light because He was Himself the sent of the Father for the salvation of the world. He came with full knowledge of the Divine purpose. He spake with absolute authority. There was nothing the world needed to know that Christ could not tell it 

b. By restoring the Church to power and influence. The godly in Israel were but a handful. They were down-trodden and despised. The Church of the exile stood sadly in need of comfort. But Christ would lift up its head; He would reinstate it in power and influence among the nations; He would give it prosperity. This was bringing it light. Accordingly, a new springtime came with the advent of the Saviour. He made His Church a power. Its power speedily became felt, and continues to this day. Christ"s kingdom is at this hour the highest thing on earth It is a permanent and influential factor in history—a thing of might. 

c. By conferring on the Church the beauty of holiness. This may answer to the "glory" which the Prophet declares "shall be seen upon it" (v3). Christ confers a glory on the Church by the spiritual gifts which He bestows, and by the graces which become visible in the character of His people through the operation of His Word and Spirit. 

II. The Light of the Church in Contrast with the Surrounding Darkness.—"For, behold, darkness shall cover the earth, and gross darkness the people," etc. (v2). The Church, believers, Christian nations, enlightened by Christ, stand in marked contrast with the darkness of the world around. The effect of the light is to make the darkness more visible. Contrast—

a. The enlightenment of faith with the boasted enlightenment of reason. "The world by wisdom knew not God" ( 1 Corinthians 1:21). The world"s cleverness did not lead it to the truth. It leads it often to reject the truth now that it has come. The boasted enlightenment of antiquity left it profoundly immoral. The theories, schemes, reasonings of our philosophers Today leave the mind in just as great; uncertainty on the chief questions of existence (God, the soul, future life, etc.); are often as hopelessly astray in their first principles (materialism, utilitarianism, etc.); and are as powerless as the ancient systems to reach the conscience and renew the heart 

b. The enlightenment of nations which have received the truth with the darkness of surrounding heathenism. The nations which have the most; light of every kind on earth are the Christian nations The purer the gospel, the more advanced the peoples. Where this light has not penetrated, the darkness is gross and the peoples are stationary. Heathenism is sadly uniform in the spectacle it presents of idolatry, debasement, cruelty, gross moral corruption, hideous superstition, etc. 

c. The enlightenment of individuals who have obeyed the truth with the darkness of those who are still in sin. The believer recognizes in his own experience that, whereas he was once darkness, he is; now light in the Lord. The change in his character manifests this to be true. The unbeliever, on the contrary, knows his state to be one of darkness, of moral evil, of unhappiness; through lack of true knowledge of God, of hopelessness as regards the future. 

III. The Duty of the Church to take Advantage of and to Diffuse her Light.—"Arise, shine" (v1). "And the Gentiles shall come," etc. (v3).

a. The Church"s duty to take advantage of her light.—Arise to welcome it Shine in the beauty of it. Reflect the glory of it. Shine (1) in the light of a fuller knowledge; (2) in the light of a more perfect sanctification; (3) in the light of a higher gladness ( Philippians 4:4). The light may shine on the sleeping or the dead, and no benefit be derived, no gladness communicated. "Awake, thou that sleepest, and arise from the dead, and Christ shall give thee light" (Eph. v14). 

b. The Church"s duty to diffuse her light. She is to let her light shine that others may behold it She is to use active measures to spread it abroad. Here the figure fails. The sun shines by natural law; the gospel is not spread abroad save by human exertions. Missionary effort is of the essence of the Church"s calling (St. Mark 16:16). 

References.—LX:1-3.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p176. J. H. Jowett, Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxii1902 , p161. LX:1,19-—F. E. Paget, Helps and Hindrances to the Christian Life, vol. i. p52. LX:3.—W. H. Hutchings, Sermon-Sketches (2Series), p37. LX:4-6.—H. Scott Holland, Church Times, vol. liii1905 , p123; see also Christian World Pulpit, vol. lxvii1905 , p56.

Enlargement of Heart

Isaiah 60:5
The word "heart" has a very wide meaning in the Scriptures of the Old Testament. It is used to express the whole inward nature of man. It is the seat of knowledge, it is the home of feeling, and it is the spring of action.

As to the word rendered "fear," it is not exactly fear itself which is meant, but the excitement, the exaltation, the throb which comes when a man trembles on the verge of action, that is meant by this word. It is the thrill which comes to a man as he girds himself up to a new departure.

I. "Thine heart shall throb with an emotion corresponding to the greatness of the situation." So it is in life at every great crisis of living. It is the way by which human nature is made, by which men attain to manhood, by which Christian men attain to Christian manhood.

The vision comes, and the response comes also, and the heart fears and is enlarged. Passing from the fact that this has been so in the case of all the great workers of the world, let us dwell for a little on the state of mind depicted here. Wide and deep feeling are needed in the making of man. Nor is deep feeling possible without the vision of the true, the beautiful, and the good. Feeling keeps pace with intelligence, and it responds to every enlargement of the vision. Feeling is needed to strengthen the vision, and the wider vision calls forth a deeper emotion, and these translate themselves into action.

II. There are those who fail to respond to the vision, and who thus lose the power of feeling that deep emotion which the Prophet here describes. There are those who respond to the vision at once, and having seen and felt the glory of it, desire to live always in the enjoyment of that exalted emotion. But the emotion passes, as the vision, or that form of the vision, becomes familiar. The great emotion was not meant to last, it was to accomplish something, and having done its work it passes away.

III. There is progress in the Christian life, and at each progressive stage there is the added vision and the responsive emotion.

Thus we ought not to seek to ask for a repetition of the former vision, or for a renewal of former experiences; there is some better thing in store for us. There is the fullness of Him in Whom there is all the fullness of God.

The text discloses the abiding interest of Christian life. It can never be without interest to Him who lives it, it can never be monotonous; for as it unfolds itself and becomes more fully conscious of its great meaning, it opens to itself fresh fields, higher intellectual, emotional, and volitional possibilities, and calls on us to make them actual.

—J. Iverach, The Other Side of Greatness, p35.

References.—LX:7.—Bishop Simpson Sermons, p209. LX:8.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. ii. No63; vol. xlviii. No2764; vol. liii. No3051. T. De Witt Talmage, Sermons, p282. C. Perren, Revival Sermons in Outline, p337. J. M. Neale, Sermons on the Prophets, vol. i. p245.

Offerings for the Sanctuary

Isaiah 60:13
The earth is full of God"s wonderful works, do you say, and what are we to do with them? what to do with marbles and precious stones, gold and silver, and fine linen? Give them to God. Render them to Him from Whom, and through Whom, and to Whom are all things. This is their proper destination. Is it a better thing to dress up our sinful bodies in silk and jewels, or to ornament therewith God"s house and God"s ritual? Does anyone doubt what all these excellent things are meant for? or, at least, can he doubt what they are not meant for? not meant, surely, for sinners to make themselves fine withal. What presumption would that be, what senselessness! Does not the whole world speak in praise of God? Does not every star in the sky, every tree and flower upon earth, all that grows, all that endures, the leafy woods, the everlasting mountains, speak of God? Do not the pearls in the sea, and the jewels in the rocks, and the metals in the mine, and the marbles in the quarry—do not all rich and beautiful substances everywhere witness of Him who made them? Are they not His work, His token, His glory? Are they not a portion of a vast natural temple, the heavens, earth, and sea, a vast cathedral for the Bishop of our souls, the All-sufficient Priest, who first created all things and then again, became, by purchase, their Possessor? Does it not strike you, then, as extreme presumption, and a port of sacrilege, to consecrate them to anyone"s glory but God"s.

—J. H. Newman.

References.—LX:17.—J. S. Maver, Christian World Pulpit, vol. liv1898 , p302. J. Keble, Sermons for Christmas and Epiphany, p327. LX:18.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p188. Bishop Simpson"s Sermons, p279.

Thy God Thy Glory

Isaiah 60:19
This is the end; this is the final meaning; this is the upshot. We wanted to know how things would terminate, and the Prophet tells us, and the Apostle tells us, and they both say, God shall be all in all. The Prophet saw it from afar. We need men who can see the morning; most of us can see and feel the night. There were men in the old, old time whose face was warmed by the morning beam. They persisted because God was with them. God said, Cry aloud, spare not, and tell the world that the morning is coming. We need these morning singers, people who have great sweet words to say when appearances are against them and all the heavens appear to crush them down. Some of us have moods, we see light now and then, we have good times; but the Prophet saw the morning afar off, and spake of it according to the Spirit of God.

The point that I wish to fix attention upon Isaiah , that the end of all things is God. We must end where we began; the last note and the first must melt into one burst of music. The Apostle says the end of all things is God; Isaiah says thy God shall be thy glory; and all through there is a feeling that Alpha is Omega, that Omega has in it Alpha, and the purposes of God are one.

I. "Thy God thy glory." It might have been so from the first; God meant it, but man turned away from God. Then came the promise, and from that point God has been working to bring man back again into His movement. Consider that things were not done Today and tomorrow; consider that God, having uttered a purpose and revealed a plan, will keep to it till the end. The centuries will die, and be as white ghosts on the fields of time, but God"s eternity quietly, calmly, majestically, goes on.

II. "Thy God thy glory." It might always have been Song of Solomon , but it was not so. What happened? Sin happened, and it will take God many a century to get sin out of the universe, but it shall go. God showed man the way back to Himself, but it is of grace, not of works, or discovery, or invention, or human plan; the way back to God is the very wonder of love.

III. "Thy God thy glory." He will never be less than God: He will be on the throne for ever and ever, and He will be the glory of man. What has God done to recover man"s apostasy, to bring him into right relation to himself? He has sent him a Saviour, Christ the Lord; that Saviour has come to seek you and me, to seek the whole human race. He speaks to every man in His own tongue wherein he was born. He adapts Himself, He reincarnates Himself, He will be to us what we can be to Him, that He may raise us up into His own personality and majesty. He is determined to win; there cannot be two Gods. He has set to His seal that the world is His, and He will redeem it, and has redeemed it with blood more precious than gold.

IV. "Thy God thy glory." Do not imagine that we can easily get to the end; through much tribulation we must enter every kingdom that is worth entering—how much more in entering into the kingdom of God! And make of the passage what you like, degrade it, you cannot take all the poetry out of it—"These are they which washed their robes, and made them white in the blood of the Lamb". That is a secret meaning, a sacred meaning, a practicable and intelligent meaning, and until we get at that meaning we have not yet begun the great Gospel way.

We have not given God field enough; we should have given Him more elbow-room. He will take it, and not until we see things from that point of view shall we be able to believe that His will will be done on earth as it is in heaven. "Thy God thy glory"—a recovered God, a reconciled God, a reconciled Prayer of Manasseh , all things tending to unity, radiance, music; then God shall say, "It is finished!"

—Joseph Parker, City Temple Pulpit, vol. vi. p204.

References.—LX:20.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xx. No1176. T. Gasquoine, Christian World Pulpit, vol. xxxvii1890 , p330. J. Page Hopps, Sermons of Sympathy, p93. LX:22.—G. Matheson, Christian World Pulpit, vol. Leviticus 1899 , p36. P. T. Forsyth, ibid. vol. lvii1900 , p305. J. Percival, Some Helps for School Life, p264. J. Keble, Sermons for Christmas and Epiphany, p299.

61 Chapter 61 

Verses 1-11
Isaiah 61:1
Speaking against the South, on3February, 1863 , John Bright declared: "I cannot understand how any Englishman, who in past years has been accustomed to say that "there was one foul blot upon the fair fame of the American Republic," can now express any sympathy for those who would perpetuate and extend that blot. And more, if we profess to be, though it be with imperfect and faltering steps, the followers of Him who declared it to be His Divine mission "to heal the broken-hearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised," must we not reject with indignation and scorn the proffered alliance and friendship with a power based on human bondage, and which contemplates the overthrow and the extinction of the dearest rights of the most helpless of mankind?"

References.—LXI:1.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxvii. No1601; vol. xl. No2371. G. Matheson, Voices of the Spirit, p73. T. G. Selby, The Holy Spirit and Christian Privilege, p25. C. Kingsley, Sermons on National Subjects, p17. W. M. Punshon, Sermons, the Year of Jubilee, p171; see also Outlines of Sermons on the Old Testament, p239. LXI:2.—J. M. Neale, Sermons on the Prophets, vol. i. p254. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxiii. No1369. LXI:3.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture—Isaiah XLIX-LXVI. p191. J. Pulsford, Infoldings and Unfoldings, p1. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xvii. No1016. LXI:4.—Mandell Creighton, Christian World Pulpit, vol. li1897 , p324. LXI:7.—J. B. Brown, The Soul"s Exodus and Pilgrimage, p392. LXI:10.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xliii. No2543. LXI:11.—Ibid. vol. xix. No1104.

62 Chapter 62 

Verses 1-12
The Reign of Solomon

Isaiah 62:1
I. Solomon reigned over a great empire. The Jews were never masters of so wide an extent of land before or after as in his days. The king himself began his reign in a spirit which promised well for the coming time. He asked God neither for long life nor for riches, nor for victory over his enemies;; but for a wise and understanding heart to discern between good and bad, that he might be able to do true justice among so great a people; and immediately the wisdom given in answer to his prayer was put to a sore trial, and proved itself equal to the need; and all Israel, we are told, feared the king for they saw that the wisdom of God was in him to do judgment. This is the first mark of Solomon"s reign. The ruler of the people is also the wisest of the people. The second mark is of another kind; we must attend to it well if we would understand the rest of the Bible. It is the building of the temple.

II. When the peaceful Solomon was settled in his kingdom, he began to build the temple of the Lord. He knew as he said "that the heaven of heavens cannot contain the Most High; yet he rightly prepared for Him a house set apart from all common uses, which should bear His name and be the sign of His presence, and he rightly poured forth upon this house of God all his riches to make it beautiful and wonderful to behold. That temple of Solomon was the beginning of our Churches.

III. The latter end of Solomon"s reign is sad to think of. His many heathen wives turned away his heart after other gods. He had freely spent his riches in building a temple for the Lord, but he did not keep his own heart pure and true to the Lord; that Divine temple he neglected. His sin no doubt spread far and wide among the people. The worship of idols came in once more in the very sight of the new temple. When he died and his son Rehoboam became king, a day of reckoning followed. By his bad conduct as a ruler Rehoboam goaded a large part of the people into rebellion. Ten out of the twelve tribes refused to obey him and set up another king; only two remained faithful to him. From this time the ten tribes are called the Kingdom of Israel or Ephraim, the two tribes are called the Kingdom of Judah. Cut off from Jerusalem and the temple the Kingdom of Israel fell at once into idol worship, yet great and true prophets were not wanting; and the deeds of Elijah and Elisha remind us that God did not forsake even those who were estranged from His holy place and from the kingly family of David. The story of the Kingdom of Judah is sad enough likewise. The end of both kingdoms is the same. Both become the victims of powerful foreign nations. The Kingdom of Israel is destroyed by the Assyrians who carry the people into captivity. The Kingdom of Judah, often threatened, often reduced to sore straits, lasts on three or four generations longer and then its day of doom comes. Jerusalem is taken, and the people of Judah are dragged away as captives to Babylon.

—A. F. Hort, Sermons on the Books of the Bible, p59.
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Isaiah 62:6-7
This is the double counsel for the Christian soldier, and it links together working and praying.

I. Observe how the natural blends with the supernatural. Take ye no rest Therein our Lord was our pattern. How He toiled! "I must work while it is day. The night cometh when no man can work." I am inclined to think that never perhaps since the beginning of the Christian Church was this precept nearer to receiving a complete obedience. Take ye no rest. Most of us are very busy. The day begins early and ends late, and some of the hours are long, and perhaps the most comforting thought that comes to you ere you sleep is that you have done the best that ever you could. Often, no doubt, the tired body makes a tired soul, and there is too frequent feeling of disheartenment and defeat.

II. So let us lay the stress on the second part of the precept—"Give Him no rest". That is what the issue of the battle turns on. You give yourself no rest, you give no rest to the workers under you; you are prompt to censure anyone who seems to neglect anything; you are willing to rally the little strength you have left for any new burden. Try this, Give Him no rest.

Our Lord in a peculiar and remarkable manner insisted on this and practised this. He taught it in those strange parables which shed such a shower of light on His inner mind. It is strange to think that He Himself gave His Father no rest. It might seem as if Hebrews , least of all, needed to pray. The Prince of this world had nothing in Him; He was holy, harmless, and undefiled, separate from sinners. Yet to this duty and privilege of importunate prayer the mystical body are called by their Covenant Head. We know how He prayed on the mountain and in the desert. I agree with Bishop Monrad, who says that the words "He offered up prayers and supplications with strong crying and tears," refer rather to a habit than to a particular instance. He prayed without ceasing, and He calls upon us to do the same.

In temporal things there is often a limit to importunateness. God may say to us, "Speak no more to Me of this matter". "I besought the Lord thrice," said St. Paul. But when we are praying for conversions importunity cannot be pressed too hard. We are not to give runaway knocks at the heavenly door; we are to knock there till we are answered.

—W. Robertson Nicoll, British Weekly, 25 March, 1909.
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Mighty to Save

63 Chapter 63 

Verses 1-19
Isaiah 63:1
How is this free salvation to be appropriated so that it shall have a practical influence on our hearts and lives? How are we to lay hold of it individually?

I. Grasp the Meaning of Your Baptism.—God Almighty applied this free salvation to each of us at our baptism.

God chose you: He elected you into Jesus Christ at your baptism. He gave you His Holy Word, and He gave you the Holy Spirit to dwell in your heart and to reveal to you clearly what is taught in that Bible about your Saviour.

II. Submit Your Will to God.—As soon as you understand your position, believe in the Lord Jesus Christ. Act on what is revealed. Having learnt that God has given you a Saviour, and that this Lord Jesus Christ has broken down every barrier, and that, having been baptized into Him, your debt has been paid by Him, go on to the next step. In the dark, with but very imperfect knowledge as yet, and with no eye upon you, it may be, but His, make up your mind, though without feeling any improvement in yourself, without love, without any power to pray—make up your mind to trust Him, as a child in the dark trusts its mother.

III. Seek to be Filled with the Peace and Joy of Believing.—Having first trusted Him, instead of waiting to trust Him till you have found peace, try to obtain, in God"s way, the peace which passeth understanding. Seek for it as God has taught us to seek; not, at this stage, by hard struggling self-examination, although that is most useful afterwards; but by simply looking up to the Brazen Serpent. Read about Jesus. Try to realize His presence. Speak to Him, if only by a few short words such as "Lord help me! Open mine eyes! If Thou wilt, Thou canst make me clean."

IV. Seek, if Need Be, the Help of God"s Ministers.—If you are not able alone to realize your acceptance in Christ, use the other help that God has provided for you. Go to one of His ministers. He has ordained them for this very work—to lead you to Christ.

Whether by the help of others or alone, this step must be taken. Until we know something of the peace of God which passeth all understanding, true progress is impossible. Till we have realized the forgiveness of sins, the very earnestness which might have raised us into the rank of saints will only drive us into the depths of a morbid superstition, or of a hopeless despair.

Forgiveness is the beginning, and not the end, of the Christian life. We are set free at once from the burden of guilt, in order that we may run in the way of God"s commandments with a heart at liberty; that we may live in Him and for Him; that, being nourished by the Body and Blood of our Lord, we may grow in grace, and bring forth fruit unto holiness, to the praise of the glory of His grace who hath made us accepted in the Beloved.

—G. H. Wilkinson, The Invisible Glory, p70.
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The Sympathy of God (Passiontide)

Isaiah 63:9
I. There are two great afflictions in which our Saviour may be said to have been afflicted. There Isaiah , in the first place, the affliction of sin. It is a wondrous and overwhelming truth that God in the person of Christ chose to learn by a personal experience the power of evil. And so ever more and more Hebrews , the sinless One, bears the sins of men upon His own heart, feels them even as if they were His own, until at last they seem even to obscure the Father"s Face.... What else is the meaning of that cry, "My God, My God, why hast Thou forsaken Me?"... What does it mean except that, in that darkest hour, the Son of God had so completely identified Himself with His sinful brethren that "in all their affliction He was afflicted ".

And it is this which gives Him His power Today; the fact that He stooped to learn by a personal experience all the strength of evil, that He descended to enter into the common human struggle, and in issuing victorious to be the leader against the forces of evil everywhere. He can save because He has conquered. And in our own private and personal struggles against evil, is it not the sense of Christ"s victory and Christ"s sympathy which is our chief encouragement in what might seem a hopeless battle?

II. The other great affliction of which I am thinking is the affliction of suffering. Do we not feel the suffering of the world to be one of our great difficulties in the way of believing in the goodness of God—the undeserved suffering of the world?

The mystery of pain may be insoluble, but at least it is illuminated by the truth which Passiontide proclaims, that by pain was the world redeemed; that He Who was "in the form of God," Himself entered into the bitterness of our human experiences—made them all His own—and became "obedient to death, even the death of the cross".

—H. R. Gamble, The Ten Virgins, p115.

The Passion of God

Isaiah 63:9
I. Hebrew piety has taught us two truths regarding God which are not always united in human thought, but which are necessary to the perfect idea, and the first is not His sympathy but His spirituality. With travail of soul the saints of the Old Testament extricated the Being of God from the phenomena of nature and safeguarded His personality from the abstractions of philosophy. God who made the clouds His chariot and rode upon the wings of the wind was the creator of the ends of the earth, and He Who was the source of righteousness and power dwelt with the contrite and humble heart.

Surely it was enough for one school of religious thinkers to bequeath this heritage to the world! But it was an even greater achievement when the prophets of Israel infused that pure spirituality with a most intimate sympathy and convinced many generations that the Holy One of Israel is the most gracious Deity who has ever entered into the heart of man. There is no emotion of the human heart they did not assign to God, no tender relation of life they did not use to illustrate His love.

Is not the Incarnation of Christ the convincing climax of the Divine sympathy? Jesus born of the Virgin Mary and crucified upon the Cross of Calvary is God with us, baptized into the very depths of human suffering. When Jesus came and lived among us the heart of God was laid bare, and every one can see in the Gospel that patient wistful love which inhabits the secret place of the universe. The cross is not only in the heart of human life, it is also in the heart of God. He is the chief of all sufferers, because He is the chief of all lovers.

II. One does not forget, while insisting on the fellow-suffering of God, that there is a certain danger in analogies between the human and Divine, and one lays to heart the warnings against Anthropomorphism. But we must not allow ourselves to be beaten by big words, and we can surely distinguish between what is real and unreal. Has it not been the religious expert—the saints, the mystics, and the prophets—who have most loved to dwell upon this likeness between God and man? When we make a sacrifice for those whom we love and stand upon the height of our heart, may we not be sure that our love is the outcome of the passion of God, and that if we deal kindly by our flesh and blood He will be ten times more kind to us all?

III. With this glimpse into the heart of God we gather riches for our creed because we learn the idea of a lovable God. It is possible to think correctly about God, but not kindly. Master thinkers miss their footing when they speculate on the Being of God, but the simplest can hide himself in God"s protecting love, who is perfect father and mother, perfect husband and friend.

With this glimpse into the Divine heart we also gather riches for the struggle of life, because we have a sympathetic God. It is hard enough in any case to pray unto one whom we cannot see, and it is beyond our power if we imagine Him untouched by this world"s agony, which breaks beneath His feet as spray upon the base of a cliff.

—J. Watson

(Ian Maclaren), The Inspiration of Our Faith, p85. Illustration.—

Think not thou canst sigh a sigh,

And thy Maker is not by;

Thinkest thou canst weep a tear

And thy Maker is not near.

O He gives to us His joy

That our grief He may destroy,

Till our grief is fled and gone

He doth sit by us and moan.

—William Blake.
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Jehovah Our Redeemer

Isaiah 63:16
If we wish to learn the full content of these terms "Redeemer," "redemption," as descriptive of Christ"s salvation, we must go back to their earliest use in the Old Testament revelation. For Isaiah , we must not forget, was a Jew, and his prophecy in the first instance was delivered to Jews. And when he used this word "Redeemer," and told the Jews that "Goel" or "Redeemer "was Jehovah"s name from of old, the ideas which both he and his hearers would attach to the word would be the ideas which were attached to it in its common use in their law.

I. The law concerning the redeemer thus involved these particulars as belonging to his office.

(1) The redeemer must be near of kin. (2) The duties of the kinsman-redeemer were three. If any of his brethren had through poverty been dispossessed of his inheritance, the redeemer was to buy it back with a price, and reinstate his poor brother therein. If, worse yet, any of his poor brethren had through stress of poverty sold himself into slavery, the kinsman-redeemer was to buy him out of his slavery by giving a price to the master, and set him free again. If, finally, any of his brethren should be maliciously slain, it was his duty to "redeem his brother"s blood," as the phrase was; to redeem his brother"s blood by slaying the murderer.

II. And now, in the light of this history, we come back to the text, ""Our Redeemer" from everlasting is Thy Name!"

The word plainly contains a prediction of the Incarnation. For to Hebrew thought there was no such thing known as that a redeemer should be other than a kinsman. They also teach the voluntariness, and thus the grace of the great salvation. For while the avenging of blood was a command laid on the next of kin, it was not so with the redemption of persons or possessions. The word is not "he shall," but "he may".

Further, the text shows what is included in Christ"s work as Redeemer.

We are reminded, then, that Christ"s work as Redeemer involves first of all the redemption of our persons. That the sinner Isaiah , by reason of his sin, fallen into bondage is one of the most familiar thoughts of Scripture. The Scripture represents this bondage as fourfold. There is a bondage to the law. There is also a bondage to sin, in which we have been bound. We are in bondage to the power of sin, and from this Christ came to set us free. We have also been redeemed by Christ from the bondage to death in which we were aforetime. But there is also a bondage to Satan, and from this bondage also Christ"s work as our Kinsman-Redeemer has freed us.

III. He was also to redeem his brother"s inheritance, and reinstate him in it.

This word Redeemer, illumined by that old Mosaic law, manifestly bears in its bosom the promise of resurrection from the dead. For the Levitical goel did not buy back the lost estate of his impoverished brother that he might himself enter into it and enjoy it. No: he bought it back for that poor brother. So it follows from this text that those whom Jehovah Jesus redeems must be reinstated in the inheritance from which they have been cast out.

IV. The redeemer was, in virtue of his office, the avenger of blood. Christ, then, not although Redeemer, but because He is Redeemer, must be the Avenger of blood. It Isaiah , therefore, just because Christ is Redeemer that He will yet destroy—as it is written that He shall destroy—him that hath the power of death, that Isaiah , the devil, and cast him into the lake of fire.

—S. H. Kellogg, The Past a Prophecy of the Future, p116.

Optimism

Isaiah 63:16
This grand challenge of Isaiah represents the final appeal of the spirit of man—baffled, confounded, heartbroken with the "riddle of this painful earth". It is the standpoint of the optimist, who, in spite of the difficulties and horrors and failures in a world wet with tears, persists in enthroning a good God behind all phenomena, an infinite and responsible Love Spirit behind all visible things, and challenging Him in the words: "Doubtless Thou art our Father, though the pessimist be ignorant of us, and the facts of life seem against us".

I. Practically, there are only three possible conceptions of God"s relation to that which we, in our limited comprehension, call evil. The first is that evil exists independently of God"s will; that He was, as it were, taken by surprise and His will thwarted. To believe this, however you may deck your thought in Christian phrases, is to be a dualist. If God, and God alone, has not existed from all eternity, He does not exist at all. The reflections of the really thoughtful will not entertain the conception for a moment.

Secondly, that moral evil and its consequences are self-engendered. That God is one, and irresistibly omnipotent, and therefore could have prevented evil if He would, but did not. This is worse than Atheism, inasmuch as it is Bad-Godism, and that, practically, is devil worship. It predicates that God is the sole supreme power, and yet not good; that man at his best is better, far better, than God. And so this conception, though it may be enshrined in tradition, is a reductio ad absurdum. There remains the third conception. That God is the Infinite, Eternal, Universal Spirit; the one self-existing substance expressing Himself in all visible things; perfectly conscious everywhere; with an individuality higher than what we mean by personality. That whatever Isaiah , is not in spite of, but because of, a "determinate counsel and foreknowledge".

II. Now, consider, is not this the conclusion to which St. Paul had arrived?

1. He lays emphasis on the magnitude and universality of the mystery of evil. "The whole creation," he says, "groaneth and travaileth together in pain". There is no minimizing or ignoring of facts.

2. He absolutely fearlessly attributes it to its one only possible elemental source. "The creation," he says, "was made subject to vanity, not willingly, but by reason of Him who subjected it." That is the supreme ruler, God.

3. He positively and dogmatically affirms that evil is only temporary; only a passing incident of the present; only a means to an end. "The creation," he says, "shall be delivered from the bondage of corruption ".

He deliberately estimates the sum total of the agony as establishing a direct claim upon the justice of the Creator for abundant compensation, who, he declares, will liquidate the debt, with accumulated interest, when the purpose of the infliction is fulfilled. He does not explain, but he declares that the future shall redeem the present. "I reckon," he says, "that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared to the glory that shall be revealed."

III. There Isaiah , however, one profounder thought than this. St. Paul has taught us that one Life is immanent in the universe, and that this one Life realizes itself specially in man. He said, at Athens, "in Him we live, and move, and have our being". Therefore, in us He lives, and moves, and has His being. This is not Pantheism. St. Paul does not teach that God has no being apart from the universe. He never says or implies that the universe is God. He does imply that all visible things are an expression of God, a clothing of God, a mode of God"s thinking; and that humanity is the highest expression, the highest mode of God"s thinking; and that Jesus is the climax, the epitome of this expression, this mode of God"s thinking. Thus he teaches the inseverability of God and man. Now the conclusion from this underlying principle is almost confusing in its grandeur. If God is not external to His universe, but the central evolving life in all, then there is not a pang in this suffering universe that does not pierce the heart of God before it reaches Prayer of Manasseh , and God is suffering in and with His world. The Divine self-sacrifice is creation, not Calvary alone.

—Basil Wilberforce, Feeling After Him, p159.
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64 Chapter 64 

Verses 1-12
Isaiah 64:1
"A phantasmagoria of men and events floats before the historian," says Mr. J. H. Shorthouse; "men seem in history to have walked in a vain show; the more he inquires into men and creeds, the more he is perplexed—he finds none which he can say is absolutely right, no one fully wrong; the course of Nature maintains its impartial calm, shutting out the sight of God from him, and his constant prayer is that ejaculation of Isaiah , "O that thou wouldest rend the heavens and come down! ""
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Fading Leaves (An Autumn Sermon)

Isaiah 64:6
The literal reference of these words is to a spiritual rather than to a physical condition. The sap—the inner life—of the Jewish people had failed, for they had separated themselves from God, who was their life ( Deuteronomy 30:20). "And the destruction of the transgressors and of the sinners shall be together, and they that forsake the Lord shall be consumed; for ye shall be as an oak whose leaf fadeth, and as a garden that hath no water" ( Isaiah 1:28; Isaiah 1:30).

The object-lesson before us is not simply a leaf, but a fading leaf. "We all do fade as a leaf," and fading leaves suggest four special lessons:—

I. They are emblems of man"s mortality. Scripture abounds with images descriptive of the shortness and uncertainty of human life, but none is more striking than the emblem of a leaf. How weak, how frail it is! By what a slender bond does it retain its place! How slight is its tenure! Even if it last a whole season and live its appointed time, it does not retain its verdure and vigour; the sap of life begins to fail; the tints which give it such a beauty are the symbols of weakness and decay. The leaf fades sooner than it falls. To change the figure, the "flower" withers before the "grass" upon which it glows. Man"s physical and mental "glory "begins to decline often long before the man himself departs.

Death comes with noiseless steps. He is not heard; he is not seen; he is not perhaps suspected. He enters our chamber—the chamber of the poorest; for this king knows no distinction. His majesty is so great that he can afford to dispense with the adventitious adjuncts of pomp and circumstance. His cold shadow falls upon us, and his dark form stands between us and the light of the living world. Let us look the fact in the face; let us not put it from us. And as we contemplate it in the light of Him who died upon the cross and who burst the bars of death in His garden sepulchre, the aspect of the fact will change, and we shall not fear to die. As regards the soul, like the angel who visited Peter"s prison, death is but the Lord"s messenger to break off its fetters and lead it from the prison-house to the open streets of the celestial city. And as regards the body, "the grave will be like the bath of Esther , in which she lay for a time to purify herself with spices that she might be fit for her Lord".

II. When the leaf fades it exhibits its greatest beauty, and is in this an emblem of the end of a Christian life. Before the leaf falls it breaks forth into its richest hues.

"And have you never known," says Mr. Vaughan of Brighton, "known better than you like to confess, by the exquisite advancing loveliness of his moral features, as by a surer symptom than any physical indication, that one whom you loved so well was going to his end? Have you not seen those mellowed glows of tempered intellect and joy and Christlike sweetness, which showed by how slight a tenure the life was held, and how soon the scene would change, and all that made earth so pleasant was all going from your sight? "We all do fade as a leaf;" but let us "fade "as the leaves do, and let our last be our best; and the truth of God be reflected and Himself made glorious in the sanctity of our later years, in the peace, and love, and grace of our dying!"

III. The fading of a leaf is a proof that its work is accomplished and that its mission is fulfilled. The leaves of trees are made subservient by an all-wise Creator to most important ends. One of their chiefest functions is to keep up the purity of the atmosphere. As Christ said of His disciples, "Ye are the salt of the earth," we might say of them, "Ye are the leaves of the world"; your office is to stay the moral pollution which surrounds you and to breathe a healthy and life-giving influence. To have done this is not to have lived in vain. Who shall account how much we in this twentieth century are indebted to those who have passed away before us like the leaves of a hundred generations? Each leaf in its turn withered and went back to its kindred earth, but left behind it the elements of a continuous life. Have the deaths of patriarchs and prophets, of evangelists and apostles, of ministers and missionaries, of district visitors and Sunday School teachers, of godly parents and children, of brothers and sisters in Christ, of relatives and friends, been in vain? The teachings of their holy experience, their words, their writings, their letters, their living examples, their dying testimonies, all live on. They cheer, they instruct, they quicken us. These fallen leaves have entered into the experience of the living Church Today. They are part of our heritage, they enrich and strengthen our spiritual life. Thus also may we of this generation live, and then fade and fall. The tree of the Church will never die; it is the Tree of Life in the midst of the Paradise of God, and therefore the history of each leaf will live in it and abide for ever and ever.

IV. The fading leaves of autumn tell us that death is the necessary precursor of life. Every leaf that falls carries with it not only the memorial of death, but of resurrection-life.

—J. W. Bardsley, Many Mansions, p215.
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65 Chapter 65 

Verses 1-25
The Church a Blessing in the World

Isaiah 65:8
As a rule, the pious and good are of little value in the eyes of the world, and are despised often as foolish and "narrow" men. The "religious public" is spoken of contemptuously and scornfully. But God"s judgment is a different one. It is the judgment that Abraham recognized when he pleaded for Sodom and Gomorrah for the sake of even (at length) ten righteous persons. It is the judgment of the text. The vinedresser is about to hew down the unfruitful tree, but espies a rich cluster in one part, and it is spared, and so orders are given that it shall be spared. Thus is the world itself indebted for its preservation to the "cluster" of the righteous. The Church is the "blessing" in the world. "Ye are the salt of, the earth." The text teaches us:—

I. Why God"s Judgment on the World is Restrained.—1. Because He is a righteous God, Who will not destroy the guiltless with the guilty ( Genesis 18:25). Rather will He remove the righteous from the world or save them from the danger (as Noah, Lot, Isaiah from the Babylonian exile, etc.).

2. Because He is a merciful God, Who must hear the prayers and petitions of His children and let Himself be entreated ( Ezekiel 22:30). As a rule, we think too little of the power of prayer. If we only knew what a power it possesses and how it avails with God, we should knock at the door of heaven until heaven itself resounded ( Psalm 50:14-15; St. Matthew 7:7; Matthew 7:18-20; Abraham, Jacob, David, Elias).

3. Because He is a wise God, Who has certain great purposes to fulfil, and proceeds with calm leisure to carry them out in His own way. He desires that none should perish, and He sets before the evil the example of the pious for their salvation. How many a trifling mind has been made serious by a single casually spoken word of the good? How many a home has been blessed because a pious Joseph is in it? How many a house prospered like the house of Obed-edom because of the ark of God? How many cities and lands are spared because of a "cluster" of the good and holy in it? The land of Israel is not utterly corrupt, destroyed, and degenerate while there are the seven thousand who have not bowed the knee to Baal—life in the very midst of putrefaction. The influence of pious men will be seen in eternity, if it is lightly esteemed here. There are great names in the world, artists, poets, sculptors, statesmen, princes, who have done great things, broken up new paths, provided bread for thousands; but what are these to "the blessing" which Moses gave mankind in his law, David by his Psalm , St. Paul by his letters, Thomas à Kempis by his "De Imitatione Christi," Bunyan by his "Pilgrim"s Progress," Charles Wesley by his "Hymnology?" Truly a blessing is in it, this poor degenerate humanity. The text equally teaches us:—

II. Why God"s Judgment on Individual Sinners is Restrained.—" Wherefore do the wicked live?" As long as there is a spark of good left, He will not quench it in anger, if it be even natural goodness, uprightness, like that of Nathanael, "in whom there was no guile"; benevolence, as in Cornelius, "thine alms are come up as a memorial before God". He recognizes it, does not overlook it, fans it to a flame. And so the great Daysman, the Vinedresser, says, "Spare it; there is a blessing in it". The man is not all degenerate, his heart not all rottenness.

1. What an infinite mercy! We should long ago have given up the fickle, unfaithful Prayer of Manasseh , but not so the mercy of our great God.

2. What a comfort! If we can only discern a spark in the ashes of our sinful hearts, a fire may yet be enkindled. Deal not rashly with yourself. Do not despair. There is a blessing in it.

3. What a warning! Not to judge harshly of our fellow-men, nor to condemn them as long as our Lord will hear them, and says, "There is a blessing in it". This may also teach us charity towards those who have for various reasons split up the Catholic Church of God into sects, parties, and denominations. So long as the fundamental truths are not cast aside, it is not all bad, though greatly to be deplored. There is a "blessing in it," some good in each.
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On Keeping Young and Getting Old (Sunday School Anniversary)

Isaiah 65:20
I. You cannot quite see how a child can die a hundred years old. No, but it is possible for a man with a great weight of years to live and die just as hopefully and happily as a child lives. It is possible to have a very old body and a very young heart; and it is just as possible to be only thirty or forty years old, and yet to be as weary, and sad, and heavy-hearted, and gloomy-hearted, as if you were tottering down to the grave with a hundred winters on your shoulders.

II. A real Christian calls himself a child of God. It is no empty figure of speech. He is a child of God, and feels it. He is ever learning like a child, and he is as trustful as a child, and as restful; and he looks forward to a bigger life, and dreams beautiful dreams and his heart sometimes dances for joy, though his feet have not much spring and movement left in them. I tell you it is not the calendar and the birthday book that determine your age. It is the soul within, and the eyes you look out with, and the mind that thinks, and the heart that feels. It is health that makes young blood, not mere health of body, but health of spirit, health of temper, health of affection. A bad life, as this Prophet says, comes to bear the weight and weariness of a hundred years upon it.

III. There are three things in a child which makes child-life happy and beautiful—faith, hope, and love. Faith in God, mother, friends, and all men. Hope of tomorrow, hope for the years which are coming, hope of the better things which lie beyond; and love: the joy of loving, and the joy of being loved. There you have all the best things in a child"s life. And these three things are in the life of every good man and woman. Certainly they are in the life of every Christian. They never leave him however long he lives. They are with him through all life"s rough scenes. They are with him on his dying bed. Now abideth these three—faith, hope, and charity.

—J. G. Greenhough, Christian Festivals and Anniversaries, p150.
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The Prayers of the Saints

Isaiah 65:24
All through the great ages of the Christian Church the people of God have been a people of prayer. They have had their faults, they have had their grievous inconsistencies, but, throughout, they have clung to the Throne of Grace, and, with all the differences which divide good and Christian people of the Church of God Today, the true men of Christ are men of prayer. The first evidence that a man shows in his life that there is a work of grace in his heart is his desire to pray. When St. Paul"s heart was opened, St. Paul"s lips were opened too, and somebody said at once, "Behold, he prayeth".

I. The measure of our real religion is the measure of our prayer-life, and no less the measure of our love to Christ is the frequency, the earnestness, the heartiness with which we come to God in prayer, because, depend upon it, what we really are before God is what we are when nobody is with us but Himself. Is it not a very lamentable thing to know how often there is a spirit of great earnestness in the public gathering, and yet that we go home to sometimes a very slight and slender approach to God in secret prayer? We catch the spirit of the day, and the spirit of the place, and the spirit of the people, and we seem to be in earnest, and we are; but how often we go home to a comparatively neglected Mercy-seat, and to an unknown God! Gauge your religious life by the earnestness and the heartiness and the warmth of your secret addresses to God.

II. The praying Christian Isaiah , above all, the Christian that grows and the Christian that thrives. It is so in the material life. The material life is built up not half so much, we should say, by the food which we eat, as by the atmosphere that we breathe The conditions of health are not only good food and pure water, but they are sweet air as well. And the soul that lives, and moves, and speaks, and thinks, and acts with a very distinct and definite sense of the Divine nearness is a thriving one and a growing one. There is feebleness and sickliness in the souls and the spiritual lives of those who are neglecting the secret Throne, but the breezes of heaven are blowing on those who are, again and again, kneeling at its Court.

III. Then the third thing is this. A praying Christian is the Christian who gets the most from God. The praying Christian is the Christian who gets everything from God. How is it that this is so? Because he goes where everything is; that is the reason, and no other. He goes to the Throne of Grace, where is the residue of grace. He goes to the very seat over which Jesus Christ not lingers but permanently sits, and Jesus Christ shows to those who come to Him in secret prayer what, otherwise, the world cannot see. The greatest trophies of the Christian soul that have ever been taken have been taken on the field of prayer. I believe with all my heart, that whether a prayer is answered, or whether it is unanswered, it is impossible for a Christian to syllable one single prayer without that prayer bringing in some way a blessing to his own soul. Some of our prayers seem to go a very long voyage, but they are not lost at sea, and it may happen that the prayer that is latest in port may, after all, be richest in blessing.

Let me offer three or four suggestions in reference to secret prayer.

1. First of all in prayer be careful that you have a cleansed conscience.

2. And, secondly, let there be a felt need. You cannot express a thing till you feel a need. We kneel down to pray, sometimes because it is the time to pray, or the place to pray, or the hour of prayer, not because we have a real urgent need that makes us importunate before God, and we feel we must speak to Him. Get a sense of need, and if you have not one, tell the Master Song of Solomon , and He will give it you, and you will find that the sense of need is a means of grace.

3. And then, thirdly, disentangle yourselves, if you can—it is difficult to do so sometimes—disentangle yourselves from the things that hinder you. The Apostle speaks of "hindered prayers". He says: "That your prayers be not hindered". They are hindered, perhaps, by their wretched coldness, perhaps by their want of faith, perhaps by their want of believing reverence to Jesus. Sometimes we hinder our own prayers by not being conformed to the Will of God because, if we are not willing to do the Will of God, how is it to be expected that He will trouble to do our will?

4. And then remember, fourthly, that prayer is not only an Acts , but a state and a spirit. God, I daresay, loves the act of prayer, but He likes the spirit of prayer better, because an isolated act of prayer on your own part or on mine may be absolutely unworthy.

5. And, lastly, remember that in the midst of all your weakness and infirmities, you have the power of God"s Spirit to help you, if you will only ask for it. It is difficult to pray without the Spirit; it is drudgery. If we come pleading the merit, the mediation, and the righteousness of Jesus Christ, and trusting to the Spirit to help our infirmity, then depend upon it, again and again, in your believing experience, you shall know the truth of these glorious words and promise of the text: "It shall come to pass, that before they call, I will answer; and while they are yet speaking, I will hear".

6. Learn to be definite. Generalities are the death of prayer, and they will kill the spirit of it. Learn to be thankful, because the way to get new blessings is to be thankful for old ones. Learn to trust, because God is worthy of our confidence. Learn to persevere, because God has plenty of time, and what He does not give Today He may give tomorrow. And learn to wait, because oftentimes the richest fruit is that which comes latest in the autumn. To such souls He graciously says, as He did to the humble suppliant who came to Him of old, "Be it unto thee even as thou wilt".

Isaiah 65:24-25
This text was quoted by Henry Venn in the last report he drew up for the Church Missionary Society. He pointed out that "one of the richest promises of answer to prayer is given in immediate connexion with the full establishment of Christ"s kingdom".

66 Chapter 66 

Verses 1-24
The Genesis of Delusions

Isaiah 66:4
They will think it is the devil, but I am behind it all; they will ascribe it to some peculiar condition of the brain, and they will endeavour to trace that condition to indigestion, to the wrong food, to a mistake in choices and fancies; they will never suspect that I am in it. We are not worshippers of a limited Sovereign; the universe is not split up into sections, God presiding over, it may be, the larger section, and the devil presiding over the remaining fraction. Yet it would seem as if this was the religion of some people; what wonder if they are disturbed and perturbed and dealt with vexatiously, the whole process ending in confusion twice confounded? They do not know the central reality of things; they have no faith; they have a kind of meagre and struggling sentiment, but a deep, living, eternal faith they have not; and they cannot have until they get back to the centre and metaphysic of things.

The Apostle uses the word which we have correctly translated delusion: "For this cause God shall send them strong delusion, that they should believe a lie" ( 2 Thessalonians 2:11). The Apostle Paul was not so dainty and whimsically sensitive as we are; his God ruled the heavens and the earth, little time and great eternity. And he said that the object of this delusion was that "They all might be damned who believed not the truth, but had pleasure in unrighteousness". We should carefully consider the exact terms used by the indignant and ever-majestic Apostle. God shall send them strong delusion, that they should believe not a lie, as it is written in this English, but that they should believe the lie—the lie of the day, the popular lie.

I. When does God choose for us our delusions, intellectual devices, and mean and false-tending imaginings and nightmares? Often when we have sinned away our privileges. We have attended church so long as to have become quite familiar with it, with a familiarity of that kind which breeds, if not contempt, at least indifference. A man may have sat through a ministry thirty years long, and have remained a hard heart at the last. A man may boast that he sat under the brilliant ministry of one teacher, and the instructive teaching of another expositor, and under the comforting ministry of one tender-hearted as Barnabas; and yet when we come to ask him concerning the result of it all, we may find him under the spell of a delusion which keeps him out of the Church and makes him an alien and a stranger who ought to have been like a child at home. It is a dangerous thing to have too many spiritual privileges; such an abundance of opportunity of understanding somewhat of the kingdom of God may tell against us in the judgment.

II. When we have trusted our own imaginations God may have turned imagination itself, our finest faculty, into a delusion. When the imagination carries us too far God simply breathes upon us, and it becomes a delusion; He takes the poetry out of it, He robs day of the morning light, and that which might under some circumstances have been to us as wings, great strong pinions that flap themselves in the upper airs, yea, even at the gate of heaven, may be turned into a poor cripple, a mean dreamer, a man who is the victim of his own misguided impression. God often chooses our oracles for us or our delusions for us when we seek for guidance at forbidden oracles.

III. God always sends us delusions when we undertake the management of our own lives. A man thinks that he will undertake everything on his own account and do it in his own strength, not knowing that he has no account and that he has no strength but such as may be given to him by a condescending and loving God.

Then what are we to do? We are to go back to God, we are to live and move and have our being in God, we are to have a sanctuary in the rock, we are to possess the key of a chamber in high places into which we can retire prayerfully, lovingly, and penitentially, there to learn what God would have us do on this particular day and at that particular hour. Then we shall have no delusion.

—Joseph Parker, City Temple Pulpit, vol. III. p69.

