Isaiah 40 

Perhaps no passages of Scripture quite match the brilliance of the poetry and promises that characterise the prophet Isaiah’s utterances from chapter 40 onwards. I love the way Yahweh assumes such complete and seemingly easy sovereignty over the affairs of Planet Earth. It is not that His greatness in any way makes Him indifferent to our smallness. I love the way the prophet moves from a majestic macro vision to address the very localised and specific despondency that was afflicting His people. Weighed down by repeated setbacks, they had come to the conclusion that that God was either too tired, or too forgetful, to do anything to help them. They probably would not put it quite like that, but that was where their heart really was. (Psalm 38:5-22 describes another of God’s servants in a similar state of mind). 
 ‘Do you not know? Do you not know? Have you not heard? The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. He will not grow tired or weary,

    and his understanding no one can fathom. He gives strength to the weary

    and increases the power of the weak.’ (Is. 40:28-29). God asks them, rather as Jesus’ rebuked the disciples whenever they too were found wanting in faith. All that Jesus was and taught demonstrated that He is sovereign over all that happens. (Compare v. 21 with Matthew 8:26 or Mark 16:14.) Yes, the people had been sent into exile for their sins, but God was no longer holding these against them. In fact, He declared that they have more than paid for their shortcomings. (40:2) 

 

Instead of settling for the miseries of unbelief, the Lord urges them – and us – to adopt a completely different outlook on life. He reassures them that He is entirely willing to help – but He expects His people to trust Him to fulfil His promises, however challenging it proves to maintain such an attitude when intimidating people and circumstances press in. God comes to the rescue of those who need help, but we often have difficulty trusting that this really will apply us in this situation – especially if we are the cause of our own predicament. We gain no advantage, however, in punishing ourselves. Sometimes, I suspect, we pour out unbelieving words as a form of self-punishment: a refusal to believe that God really does want to help us.
 

Where there has been specific wrongdoing, do not write yourself out of life’s script. Honesty and repentance can redeem almost any situation. If there are hidden areas in your life that need to be confessed, bring them to the Lord, embrace His forgiveness – and go out of your way to keep in contact with the body of Christ, to keep the sense of alienation from becoming all encompassing. 

Ruach and the tendency to gongoozmo 

Mercifully, people’s weariness and low spirits does not limit the Creator of the universe. When Isaiah saw the Israelites expressing their unbelief by ‘grumbling and complaining’, (v27) the Greek version of the Hebrew uses the delightfully onomatopoeic word gongoozmo – one of those delightfully expressive phrases that sound like they mean. I know from far too experience how easy it is to fall into such an attitude. I wish I could blame it all on my diabetes, with its known tendencies to irritability, but I can’t pass the buck entirely. I also know that none of my ‘gongoozmoing’ actually gets me anywhere! 

Since God is untiring in His longing to do us good, why do we waste so much time and energy doubting Him? Since the same God who upholds the stars is also directing and supporting our lives, we cannot afford to lose hope. Even though He is largely out of sight, God may well be hard at work behind the scenes on our behalf, removing obstacles and preparing good things for us. (See vv.3-4, 10-11)  The Israelites feel so dejected and let down by God that they have stopped praying for Him to take up their case. 

 

In verse 13 the prophet asks a question: ‘Who has understood the mind of the Lord, or instructed Him as His counsellor?’ I was surprised to discover that the word for ‘mind’ here is none other than ruach, the breath, wind or Spirit of God, from which Ros and I derive the name of our ministry. God’s mind moves in perfect accordance with the flow of the Holy Spirit. That is why we can pray, ‘Come, Ruach of God, blow through our weary minds; touch our hearts; and shake and shape our churches and institutions!’ 

 

God continues to ask the people questions. ‘Do you not know, have you not heard . . .’ (v. 28) ‘Knowing’ challenges our minds. We are meant to know and trust in the nature of God, no matter how hard we may find it to feel His presence. (Is. 50:10) ‘Hearing,’ however, appeals to our senses. God reveals Himself (and His will) to us in many ways apart from the purely audible. Some of us need to get back to the place we were once in with the Lord, where we oozed confidence that ‘God never takes us anywhere where His grace cannot reach us, and His power sustain us.’ The cloud of witnesses – those who have gone before us in the faith – encourage us to push on, to fulfil the purposes He has in mind for us. 

 

The Israelites were so dispirited, however, that they continued questioning His willingness to work on their behalf. The enemy had them just where he wanted: spiralling downwards into disappointment. The weariness we read of in verse 29 speaks of a near total collapse in the face of life’s pressures. The words ‘Tired’ and ‘weary’ in verses 29 and 30 mean ‘being overcome by circumstances.’  Most of us know only too well what it is like to be unable to cope, either with ourselves, or with unbearably oppressive pressures.  

 

Who is it who has grown so weary? Not just those who feel old and ‘past it’, but even the flower of their generation: the strong young men. May God give to each one of us who feels profoundly weary fresh strength to our souls, sweetness to our spirits, and ‘seed ideas’ to our mind. ‘Those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength,’ (40:31) the prophet declares. The word ‘hope’ contains both the concept of waiting (patience), and of resting (trusting). This surpasses a quick visit to the gym; this is a supernatural strength that the unfailing, unfainting Lord of the Ages imparts to souls bruised by loss and battered by spiritual warfare. He alone empowers us to withstand pressures we never envisaged, pressures that we can only endure by His grace.  

 See, the Sovereign LORD comes with power,

    and His arm rules for Him.

See, His reward is with Him,

    and His recompense accompanies Him (40:10)  

Father, it is such a comfort to know that You know and understand our weariness. Thank You that you will not leave us exhausted and abandoned  forever. Just one touch from You frees our hearts from grumbling and fills them afresh with Resurrection life. (cf Ps. 138:7-8) Therefore we come to You, the Fountainhead, to give You the love of our hearts, and to seek renewal of strength and vision. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 

 
