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 The Problem of Hypocrisy  
 Isaiah 58 and 59  
 
Introduction 
 

A. Anyone reading Isaiah and seeking to accurately understand Isaiah wrestles with how to apply the 
words of Isaiah (God).  To whom are these words written?  Matthew Henry gives options: 

 
1.  It is for Isaiah’s original audience 
2.  It is for the captives in Babylon (who are wicked) 
3.  It is for the Pharisees in the days of Jesus Christ 
4.  It is for us 

 
B. Then Matthew Henry gives his answer which is all of the above. 

 
It is intended for admonition and warning to all hypocrites, and is not to be confined to those of any one 
age.  Matthew Henry Commentary, Vol 4, p 264 

 
C. We each face (no escape) large, serious, must-answer questions in life: 

 
1. Why are we here (is there any purpose)? 
2. Is there a God (Creator)?  If yes, who is God? 
3. Does God require anything of us (is sin a problem)? 

 
D. We each answer these questions, not primarily by what we profess to believe (this matters), but by how 

we live.  Our lives preach because our lives bear fruit. 
 

1. According to the Bible all behavior flows from the heart (our will and affections).  Our inner 
desires will eventually express themselves outwardly. 

 
E. A hypocrite is a person who professes beliefs that they do not actually believe (or live).  Why would 

anyone do that?  Why not simply be genuine?  Answer: 
 

1. We seek to impress someone (whether people or God).  And why do we seek to impress?  We 
believe we will obtain some personal, selfish profit or gain.   

 
2. In the text we’ll see that the ways of the hypocrite do not deliver blessings from God.  Our only 

hope is found in God and His ways.  3 points: 
 

· The way of the hypocrite 
· God’s desire for the hypocrite 
· The only hope for the hypocrite 

 
3. My title is The Problem of Hypocrisy. 

 
I. The ways of the hypocrite. 
 

A. When we read Isaiah 58:1 we’re thinking let it rip Isaiah.  Prophesy to this stubborn people the error of 
their ways and their sins.  Go for it Isaiah! 

 
1. Verse 2 is stunning (and many would say this is true Christianity).   

 
· They seek me (God) daily 
· They delight to know my ways 
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· They ask of me righteous judgments 
· They delight to draw near to God 

 
2. Some of us aren’t sure we could say this about ourselves.  What is wrong? 

 
B. Actions follow from the heart and verse 2 also says “as if they were a nation that did righteousness and 

did not forsake the judgment of their God.”  They were ungodly. 
 

1. What is in the heart of a hypocrite?  Verse 3: 
 

Isaiah 58:3a (ESV) Why have we fasted, and you see it not? Why have we humbled ourselves, and you 
take no knowledge of it? 

 
2. The hypocrite seeking the favor of God believes that by some religious duty (in this case fasting) 

they gain that favor.  They magnify their performance (and boast). 
 

Ex: Cain (Gen 4); the Pharisee. 
 

Luke 18:11-12 (ESV) The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus: ‘God, I thank you that I am not 
like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. 12 I fast twice a week; I 
give tithes of all that I get.’  

 
3. The proper aim of fasting is to delight our hearts in God.  As our hearts delight in God we gain 

passions for the things God is passionate about. 
 

C. When these folks fast, however, we see it is not Godward.  The result? 
 

1. When you fast you seek your own pleasure. 
2. You oppress your workers. 
3. You quarrel and fight and hit. 

 
D. Is this the fast God has chosen?  Is this the fruit of a heart that is genuinely drawing near to God?  No.  

It is the fruit of a heart seeking to manipulate something from God. 
 
II. In Isaiah 58:6-14 we see God’s desire for the hypocrite.  
 

A. The hypocrite may decide not to fast at all.  Instead, God announces that in fact there is a particular fast 
that He does desire. 

 
B. What is the fast God desires?  The fast God desires is for righteousness and justice to break into this 

dark world.  Heaven invades earth (this is our motive). 
 
Isaiah 58:6-7 (ESV) Is not this the fast that I choose: to loose the bonds of wickedness, to undo the 
straps of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke? 7 Is it not to share your bread 
with the hungry and bring the homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked, to cover him, 
and not to hide yourself from your own flesh?  

 
1.   This is what Jesus called “being poor in spirit.” 

 
Matthew 5:3 (ESV) Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  

 
To be poor in spirit means to know that we don’t have any resources within ourselves, and therefore we 
have to look to God for help and to depend on him...  To be poor is spirit also means knowing that even 
though we have been saved, we still can’t live the Christian life in our own strength... What would our 
lives look like if we began to be truly poor in spirit?  To begin with, our lives, and not just our lips, would 
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express total dependence on God... If we were truly poor in spirit, that would be demonstrated in an 
attitude of humble self-emptying, of willing to be the servant of all for the sake of the gospel.  Iain 
Duguid in Hero of Heroes, p 7, 9 & 14    

 
2. What emerges from having a passion for God is having a passion for people.  We are willing to 

be the servant of all for the sake of the gospel. 
 

3. Helping the needy is included (food, shelter, clothes) but we go beyond benevolence to share the 
gospel.  Only the gospel frees us from bondage. 

 
Ex: Covenant Mercies ($30 a month; 98% goes; Uganda, Zambia, or Ethiopia) 

  
C. God’s promise to us is glorious.  This grace, though conditional grace (if ... then), promises to be 

glorious.  Who doesn’t want this? 
 

1. Then shall your light break forth, healing, glory of the Lord is your rear guard, then you shall call 
and the Lord will answer.  Pour yourself out and the Lord will guide you continually. 

 
2. You will be satisfied (Isaiah 57:10 - your ways cannot satisfy, they make you weary).   

 
III. In Isaiah 59 (we didn’t read) we see the only hope for the hypocrite.   
 

A. Isaiah 59:1-8 lays out the sins of the people.   
 

Isaiah 59:1-2 (ESV) Behold, the Lord’s hand is not shortened, that it cannot save, or his ear dull, that it 
cannot hear; 2 but your iniquities have made a separation between you and your God, and your sins 
have hidden his face from you so that he does not hear.  

 
1. Hands - blood, fingers - iniquity, feet run to evil, works of iniquity, deeds of violence, there is no 

peace.  Where then is hope? 
 

B. In repentance (we’re all hypocrites at times ... Luther & 95 theses; reformed is changing). 
 

1. The language in Isaiah 59:9 changes from “you” to “us” and” we.”  The prophet Isaiah (as with 
every effective prophet) is now in the story personally.  
· Justice and righteousness are far off 
· We hope for light and get darkness (we grope as blind, no eyes to see) 
· We stumble in daylight and our sins multiply and build up 
· Truth is lacking 

 
2. Where is hope?  It is the hope expressed so well in Eph 4:4-5: 

 
Ephesians 2:4-5 (ESV) But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, 
5 even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ— by grace you have 
been saved. 

 
C. God moves on our hearts.  Isaiah 59:15b-21 tells of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. 

 
1. The Lord saw there was no man to step in and bring justice and righteousness.  No one could 

save themselves much less a people.  So, God puts on salvation with zeal.   
 

Isaiah 59:20-21 (ESV) “And a Redeemer will come to Zion, to those in Jacob who turn from 
transgression,” declares the Lord. 21 “And as for me, this is my covenant with them,” says the Lord: “My 
Spirit that is upon you, and my words that I have put in your mouth, shall not depart out of your mouth, 
or out of the mouth of your offspring, or out of the mouth of your children’s offspring,” says the Lord, 
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“from this time forth and forevermore.”  
 

2. What God does in providing salvation for His people (covenant) is two things: 
 

· My Spirit is upon you 
· My Word is in you 

 
3. That is the only hope the hypocrite has.  It is the only hope of every sinner.  We can all be  

counted as hypocrites in some moments.  God, by grace, rescues us! 
 

Our only hope is found in God and His ways. 
 
Close 
 

A. Where is your confidence and hope?  Where is your trust?  Two options: 
 

1. Yourself and your strength and your ways. 
2. God (Father, Son - Jesus Christ, Holy Spirit) - I love Jesus. 

 
B. The evidence of trusting God is a joyful life lived with a passion and love for others. 

 
Philippians 2:3-7a (ESV) Do nothing from rivalry or conceit, but in humility count others more significant 
than yourselves. 4 Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others. 
5 Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, 6 who, though he was in the form of 
God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, 7 but made himself nothing, taking the form 
of a servant. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Application Questions for Sermon on 1 February 2009 
Title: The Problem of Hypocrisy 
Text: Isaiah 58-59 
 
Why do you exist? 
What is a hypocrite? 
Are there times in your life when you were guilty of hypocrisy?  If so, describe them. 
Where do we find hope? 
Describe how your love for Jesus effects the way you live life. 
 


