
Isaiah 56-66 (21 May 2017) 

 

It’s been a long trip through Isaiah – four years. We’re on the last leg now. When we reach 

the end we have covered some 90 pages in all – quite long for a biblical book. Today, I want 

to try to tell you where we’ve been and where we’re going, to remind you and enthuse you. 

 

Like any trip, we can describe a journey by its beginning and its end. Sometimes people have 

called Isaiah a tale of two cities. The Jerusalem that Isa 1 calls a harlot and Isa 5 a fruitless 

vineyard, condemned by God to destruction at the hands of the nations for faithlessness, is, 

in Isa 65, central to God’s new creation, his new heaven and his new earth, a city so secure in 

God that its gates need never be shut day or night as the nations of the world come in homage. 

The book of Isaiah tells how Jerusalem moves from judgement to salvation. 

 

Like any trip, we can look back on it in stages, pouring over maps. In broad brush, Isaiah 1-39 

moves from the crisis of Assyrian military threat particularly under King Ahaz to the 

threatening re-emergence of Babylon when Hezekiah is king of Judah. These empires play 

their political games, but they also serve the will of God in the discipline of his people. There 

is a strong tone of judgement on Israel, and also on the nations (Isaiah 13-27), but it’s 

peppered with promises of future deliverance. Isaiah 40-55 has a stronger note of comfort 

with its focus on the freedom of God’s people from Babylonian captivity at the hand of the 

Persians. It is not something they are strong enough to do, but it is within the plan and 

promise of God. And we’ll now see how Isaiah 56-66 builds on these first two sections. 

 

Like any trip, we can remember it in terms of the characters we meet. In historical context, 

some 700 years before Jesus, Isaiah himself, his children, his disciples and the faithful remnant 

of God’s people. And the kings of his day: dead Uzziah, stubborn and stupid Ahaz, faithful yet 

foolish Hezekiah. The succeeding empires of Assyria, Babylon and Persia. Most remarkable is 

the one who is to come. Immanuel, the shoot from Jesse’s stump, the Spirit filled King in 

David’s line of which Isaiah 1-39 speaks. But then Isaiah 40-55 shows us a servant, Israel-like 

yet in the end an individual. Too gentle to resist evil yet powerful enough to bring salvation 

were all else have failed. One familiar with suffering, whom we did not esteem, who gives his 

life a ransom for sinners, rising to justify many. Who will we meet in Isaiah 56-66? 

 

And like any trip, there are memorable things we’ve heard. Words that resonated with New 

Testament writers. Old Testament texts, quoted and implied, which anticipate and explain 

the gospel of Jesus Christ. On Jesus’ lips, words of judgment about parables generally (be 

hearing but never understanding, 6:9) or specifically, as the parable of the tenants is built on 

the bones of the Song of the Vineyard (5:1-7). Matthew’s Christmas quotes Isaiah’s phrases: 

the virgin will conceive and bear a son (7:14) and the people walking in darkness have seen a 

great light (9:2-7). In the second section, the comfort of John the baptiser appearing in the 

wilderness before Jesus and calling, “prepare the way of the Lord” (40:3). And it surely can 

only be Jesus who was pierced for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities, when the 

punishment that brought us peace was on him for we all like sheep have gone astray, turned 

to our own way, and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all (Isaiah 53).  



It’s been a good journey so far. Isaiah 56-66 will also be memorable. So many New Testament 

writers have passed this way before us and guide us by finding familiar words of Jesus and 

the apostles among the less unfamiliar words of Isaiah. Just 1 quote from each chapter… 

• Isaiah 56 – my house will be called a house of prayer for all nations (Mark 11:17) 

• Isaiah 57 – peace, peace to those who are far and near (Ephesians 2:17) 

• Isaiah 58 – you do as you please, exploiting all your workers, fasting ends in quarrels 

and strife (echoed in James 4-5) 

• Isaiah 59 – a righteous breastplate and a helmet of salvation (Ephesians 6:14) 

• Isaiah 60 – arise and shine for your light has come and the glory of the Lord will rise 

on you (echoed by Paul in Ephesians 5:14) 

• Isaiah 61 – the Spirit of the Lord is on me because he has anointed me to proclaim 

good news to the poor (read by Jesus as fulfilled in the synagogue Luke 4:18) 

• Isaiah 62 – they will be called a holy people, the redeemed of the Lord (1 Peter 2:9) 

• Isaiah 63 – who comes robed in splendour, garments stained crimson red like one who 

treads the winepress? (Revelation 19:13-15) 

• Isaiah 64 – you, Lord, are our Father (Lord’s prayer), we are the clay, you are the Potter 

(Romans 9:21) 

• Isaiah 65 – I was found by those who did not seek me (Romans 10:20) and I will create 

a new heavens and a new earth (Revelation 21:1) 

• Isaiah 66 – these are the ones I look on with favour: those who are humble and contrite 

in spirit (can you hear the Beatitudes of Matthew 5:3-10?) 

 

We meet again the one to come. Alec Motyer strikingly structured his Isaiah commentary as 

the book of the King (1-39), the book of the Servant (40-55), the book of the Anointed 

Conqueror (56-66). We, who are familiar with Isaiah’s Immanuel passages read at Christmas 

about the baby Jesus, and his Suffering Servant passages read at Easter about the dying Jesus, 

are pressed to complete our picture of Jesus, whom we meet as the warrior of Isaiah 56-66, 

powerful in both salvation and judgement.  

 

But what might stand out in Isaiah 56-66 is that, unlike the first two main parts of the book, 

these chapters aren’t linear. It’s not really a journey from A to B. Instead, it’s more a 

circumnavigation, a chiasm, an “X”. That is, there’s a central theme of restoration in the 

central chapters 60-62, bracketed fore and aft by parallel passages. In the inner bracket, we 

see the Lord bringing that salvation through judgement. In the outer, he speaks a word to 

each of the righteous, the wicked, and the outsiders saying what such grace will mean.  

• Isa 56-59 – the outsiders, the wicked and the righteous 

o Isa 59 – the Lord in salvation and judgement 

▪ Isa 60-62 – the Lord restores his people 

o Isa 63 – the Lord in salvation and judgement 

• Isa 63-66 – the righteous, the wicked and the outsiders 

Which means we’ll come back to where we begin. We’ll notice that the grace of God through 

his messenger is central. But we’ll be reminded twice he brings salvation via judgement (as 



the cross teaches us), and twice that God’s redeemed must wait for him without cheapening 

that grace, by living in humility and holiness and welcoming the world.  

 

And we see this from the very first verse of Isaiah 56… 

561 This is what the Lord says: “Maintain justice and do what is right, for my salvation 

is close at hand and my righteousness will soon be revealed. 2 Blessed is the one who 

does this— the person who holds it fast, who keeps the Sabbath without desecrating 

it, and keeps their hands from doing any evil.” 3 Let no foreigner who is bound to the 

Lord say, “The Lord will surely exclude me from his people.” And let no eunuch complain, 

“I am only a dry tree.”  

 

John Goldingay’s book “Theology of the Book of Isaiah” (p76) drew to my attention that v1 is 

a summary of the book so far. “Maintain justice and do what is right” – terms not merely 

judicial, but relational: do right by others – is the main thing Isa 1-39 urged on the people of 

God but they were not able to perform it. So the second part of v1 saves us from despair or 

arrogance: for my salvation is close at hand and my righteousness will soon be revealed. It is 

God’s salvation of the sinner that opens the door to such righteousness, his forgiveness that 

is the path to serving the Lord. Jesus says, Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near 

(Mt 4:17). It’s a call for reform, but not that human effort might call down God’s grace, but 

that God’s grace revealed and received might create a response of justice and righteousness. 

That we to whom God has given Jesus, a sacrifice for our sin, might live new lives for him who 

died for us, and have the same attitude of service and sacrifice, that right dealing with others 

might mark us as God’s people.  

 

Paul speaks of calling “all the nations to the obedience that comes from faith” (Rom 1:5), 

something you can see here in Isaiah 56’s invitation to the foreigner and the eunuch. Sabbath 

rest is the model of faith and the life of faith. The foreigner and the eunuch (both excluded 

from the Temple proper) are granted a family and a name, a position of service and a place 

of prayer. No wonder Jesus was enraged at finding a market place in their part of the Temple. 
4 For this is what the Lord says: “To the eunuchs who keep my Sabbaths, who choose what 

pleases me and hold fast to my covenant— 5 to them I will give within my temple and its walls 

a memorial and a name better than sons and daughters; I will give them an everlasting name 

that will endure forever. 6 And foreigners who bind themselves to the Lord to minister to him, 

to love the name of the Lord, and to be his servants, all who keep the Sabbath without 

desecrating it and who hold fast to my covenant— 7 these I will bring to my holy mountain 

and give them joy in my house of prayer. Their burnt offerings and sacrifices will be accepted 

on my altar; for my house will be called a house of prayer for all nations.” 8 The Sovereign Lord 

declares— he who gathers the exiles of Israel: “I will gather still others to them besides those 

already gathered.” Isaiah 56:1-8 

 

This last stage of our Isaiah journey points us to the grace of God found in Jesus Christ so that 

we will bind ourselves to the Lord. It welcomes us, wins us and warns us: so that we might 

live for the one whom we await and welcome others to him. If so, it’s a journey worth making.  
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Isaiah 60-62 – the Lord restores his people

Isaiah 59 – the Lord in salvation and judgement

Isaiah 63 – the Lord in salvation and judgement

Isaiah 63-66 – the righteous, the wicked and the outsiders

Isaiah 56-59 – the outsiders, the wicked and the righteous

A Careful Chiasm



This is what the Lord says: “Maintain justice and 

do what is right, for my salvation is close at hand 

and my righteousness will soon be revealed.” 

Isaiah 56:1




