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Are you listening? A question which | am sure we have heard and said
numerous times in our lives. What parent hasn’t said to his or her child,
“are you listening.” What spouse hasn’t said to his or her spouse at some
point, “are you listening.” What teacher hasn’t said to his or her students
at some point, “are you listening.” The Lord also asks us if we are
listening. One of the commands of the Lord that we find in scripture is
listen. “A former park ranger at Yellowstone National Park tells the story of
a ranger leading a group of hikers to a fire lookout. The ranger was so
intent on telling the hikers about the flowers and animals that he
considered the messages on his two-way radio distracting, so he
switched it off. Nearing the tower, the ranger was met by a nearly
breathless lookout, who asked why he hadn’t responded to the messages
on his radio. A grizzly bear had been seen stalking the group, and the
authorities were trying to warn them of the danger. Any time we tune out
the messages God has sent us, we put at peril not only ourselves, but
also those around us. How important it is that we never turn off God’s
saving communication!”! We need to listen to the Lord. Listen, is one of
the Lord’s commands.

Isaiah 51 is found in the section of the Servant of the Lord songs in Isaiah
which include the first one in Is. 42:1-7; the second one in Is. 49:1-6; the
third one in Is. 50:4-9; and the climactic fourth one on the suffering
servantinls. 52:13-53:12. We know from the New Testament that the
servant of the Lord in these songs is Jesus Christ. John Oswalt writes “In
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50:10 those who feared the Lord were described as those who listened to
the voice of his Servant. Here persons who are pursuers of righteousness
and seekers of the Lord are called on to listen to me, that is, to God. The
same group of people is clearly being addressed in both places, persons
who when they listen to and obey the voice of the Servant are also
listening to and obeying the voice of God.”?

Commentator Andrew Davis writes “In this chapter God speaks
energetically to his chosen people throughout redemptive history—first to
the Jews in exile then to all his people thereafter. In the original context
God prophetically leaps ahead a century and a half, addressing his
remnant as if he were looking backward at the events of the Babylonian
exile. God wants them to listen to him! He desires to feed their faith by his
words. He calls to those who “pursue righteousness, ... who seek the
Lord.” The godly remnant in every generation groans under adverse
circumstances: then as exiles in Babylon before the restoration, now as
Christians suffering under the whip of the world, the flesh, and the devil.”®

In Isaiah 51:1-8 we find the Lord’s command to listen and hear three
times in 8 verses.

51“Listen to me, you who pursue righteousness and who seek the
Lord: Look to the rock from which you were cut and to the quarry from
which you were hewn; 2look to Abraham, your father, and to Sarah,
who gave you birth. When | called him he was but one, and | blessed
him and made him many. *The Lord will surely comfort Zion and will
look with compassion on all her ruins; he will make her deserts like
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Eden, her wastelands like the garden of the Lord. Joy and gladness
will be found in her, thanksgiving and the sound of singing.

4“Listen to me, my people; hear me, my nation: The law will go out
from me; my justice will become a light to the nations. *My
righteousness draws near speedily, my salvation is on the way, and
my arm will bring justice to the nations. The islands will look to me
and wait in hope for my arm. éLift up your eyes to the heavens, look at
the earth beneath; the heavens will vanish like smoke, the earth will
wear out like a garment and its inhabitants die like flies. But my
salvation will last forever, my righteousness will never fail.

’“Hear me, you who know what s right, you people who have my law
in your hearts: Do not fear the reproach of men or be terrified by their
insults. 3For the moth will eat them up like a garment; the worm will
devour them like wool. But my righteousness will last forever, my
salvation through all generations.” *

1. Blessings by listening to the Lord’s Command (1-3)

Speaking to the Jewish Exiles more than one hundred years before they
were exiled, the Lord gives this command to listen as they find
themselves in trying and desperate times. They are to look at the
blessings from the past to be encouraged and comforted in their current
circumstances. They are to look back to the stories of Abraham and
Sarah, the story of the Garden of Eden in creation, and the story of the
Exodus. The Lord made them into a great nation out of Abraham and
Sarah when they were past their prime.
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Trent Butler emphasizes how “God started with only Abraham and Sarah.
It seemed physically impossible that they would have children. Yet God
blessed him and made him many. If the hallowed ancestors could accept
God’s promise and begin his work with the nations, how much more
should you believe the new message of hope? God will indeed comfort
Zion. Indeed, he will transform the wilderness of rocks and dry riverbeds
that surrounded Jerusalem into a paradise, a new garden of Eden. This
would bring a new atmosphere dominated by joy, gladness, thanksgiving,
and singing.”®> Abraham and Sarah are referred to as the rock and quarry
from which the Lord created and formed a nation. They are to look back at
this history to be reminded that the God who blessed and multiplied the
nation beginning from the days of Abraham will do the same for them. We
can always count on God to be faithful to his promises. God will indeed
comfort and bless his people. The Lord will also transform his people and
the land. J.A. Motyer writes that these verses speak “of the purpose of
God in his call, the transforming power of God in the blessing and the
divine energizing whereby one without hope of increase became many.
This is the great principle of the past, which is the seed of hope for the
future.”® | love how Kent Hughes writes that “What God did with Abraham
was not an anomaly; for every believer, it is a pattern. God “gives life to
the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist” (Romans
4:17). God makes our waste places like Eden, like the garden of the Lord;
he spreads joy and gladness, thanksgiving and the voice of song.”” All of
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us can look to the past blessings of God. Think of how the Lord has
blessed you through your life. Blessings of life and provision. The blessing
of our relationships. The blessing of our salvation. The blessing of
transformation in our lives as we listen to the Lord. Listen to the Lord by
looking at all his blessings.

2. Instruction by listening to the Lord’s Command(4-6)

The second stanza of verses commands us to listen to the Lord’s
instruction which is his law. God provided his instruction through the law
to guide and shape the people in their present lives. His law will go out to
all the nations, and they will know of his justice, his righteousness, and
his salvation. Kent Hughes emphasizes that “The second incentive to
keep listening is that God is a world-changer. We don’t like the way the
world is now. Neither does God. The difference is that he can change it.
Through the gospel he is sending out his “law” and his “light,” Isaiah says,
for all peoples everywhere. And his spreading salvation creates a
welcoming response in human hearts the world over.”®

The people of Israel wait for the mighty arm of God’s deliverance to be
revealed, and this deliverance will benefit the whole world as God’s
justice and his instruction will go out to all the nations as the Servantis a
light to Israel and the nations. What God does for his people has universal
impact. Graham Ogden reminds us that “God calls on the exiles to look at
the created world around them and compare it to his promised
deliverance. The universe that seems so permanent will in fact vanish, in
contrast to God’s promise of salvation that is endless. So the rescue of
the exiles will be more permanent than the universe. These words contain
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hyperbole to heighten the contrast between the universe and God’s
rescue of his people. It is a strong assertion of God’s power to save the
exiles.”®

The Lord is going to not only transform his people, he is also going to
transform his creation. The curse on creation from the time of Adam and
Eve’s fall, will be removed. The Apostle Paul wrote in Romans 8:18-21 “I
consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the
glory that will be revealed in us. The creation waits in eager expectation
for the children of God to be revealed. For the creation was subjected to
frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected
it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to
decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God.” We
are commanded to listen to the Lord’s instruction in our daily lives as his
Word and his Spirit transform us and make his light shine to the nations.

Listen to the Lord’s instruction.
3. Godliness by listening to the Lord’s Command (7-8)

The third stanza of this passage commands us to listen so that the Lord’s
transforming work will lead to our godliness. Raymond Ortlund writes that
“The third incentive to keep listening is that God is a courage-inspirer. No
one has ever listened to God without reward, without benefit. The love of
righteousness he puts in our hearts will be satisfied forever, and no one
can take it away from us.”'® John Oswalt writes that the people “need to
be encouraged (comforted) by the assurance that God has not
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abandoned them and that their commitments to know God and to do his
will have not been in vain. They need this encouragement because of the
persistent fact that a fallen world has nothing but “reproach” and
“insults” for those trying to live the life of the holy God.”"" When we know
righteousness, it is more than being aware of what is right. It means to live
in obedience to the Lord. Living in obedience to the Lord will bring
opposition from those who oppose the Lord. Jesus warned his followers
that if the world despised and hated him, it would also hate and despise
his people. This does not mean we should annoy people into hating us or
blast them with their sinfulness. It means that our lives are to be so Spirit
filled and Spirit led that while it is a pleasing aroma to the Lord, it is
something that most in the world will oppose as it sheds light on their
sinfulness.

Gary Smith reminds us that “the righteous people do not need to fear or
be dismayed by the things people say. The truth is that these wicked
people will get their just punishment. The Servant of the Lord in 50:8-9
maintained his confidence in God’s vindication because he knew that
God was just, knew that God would help him, and knew that God will
cause his accusers to be like a moth-eaten garment (v. 9b). So, too, these
righteous people should realize that all those people who will try to
condemn them with insulting words will end up being destroyed just like a
garment is destroyed when a moth eats it or a wool cloth is destroyed
when a “worm?” eats it. The significance of this metaphor points to the
ultimate demise of those insulters who do not fear God or walk in his
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righteous ways.”'” These words were provided to the Jewish exiles in
ancient Babylon hundreds of years before Christ came to the earth, they
should have an even greater impact on us. John Oswalt reminds us that
“We have seen the down payment on that universal, timeless salvation.
Sin has been defeated through the death and resurrection of Christ, and
all that is necessary to reconcile humans to the Father has been
accomplished. In that light, it ought to be many times easier for us to
believe in that final day when every knee will bow and proclaim that
Christis Lord. It ought to be much easier to look forward confidently to
the new heaven and the new earth that Isaiah promises us (65:17-25).”"3

How big is God in our lives? Do we believe that he is bigger than our
circumstances? Do we believe that he is bigger than our trials, struggles,
and temptations? Do we believe that he is bigger than the enemy which
seeks to destroy? The answer should be yes, he is bigger, and we should
listen to the Lord. Listen as we look back at his blessings in our past.
Listen as we live knowing and obeying his instructions. Listen as we see
the godliness that Lord is working within us, continuously transforming us
to be more and more Christlike. We can listen to the Lord as we read and
study his Word, as we hear God’s Word proclaimed and taught, as we
serve the Lord with our fellow Christians and allow the Lord to use them
to impact our lives and as we impact their lives. Listen, itis the Lord’s
command.
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