
Committed to Justice   Service                          

1  Commitment for Life 2013 

 

 

Reflection on Isaiah 58 

This is a passage that can make us feel self righteous when we begin reading it but as it continues we can 

start to realise, perhaps he is talking about me.  

It is a passage that will change us if we accept what it says. It is a warning that worship should not be about 

the external trappings. It speaks of God calling people of faith from being inwardly focused to becoming 

outwardly focussed. We’re called to reflect God’s character of love and justice.  

What does God detest about the fasting of the people? 

Isaiah declares God’s anger at the sort of worship his people think will win his approval. This passage starts 

with God rejecting his people’s piety because of their exploitation of others. God sees it as hypocrisy and 

self indulgent and is not happy about that. They are trying to win God’s favour. 

Empty rituals, obeying laws just because we have to, means we are doing all the religious part but not 

really worshipping with our heart. The first part of the passage gets at those who are oppressed but also at 

US  who is busy, busy, busy. 

What sort of fasting does God require? 

Isaiah is not saying that spiritual contemplation or prayer is superfluous or that our religious acts of 

worship are a waste of time. What he is saying is that personal acts of piety are self-serving and misguided 

if they do not inspire us to deal fairly with others and to seek justice in the wider community. 

 God requires us to be active for justice. It should be how we live out our lives. Fasting leading to action 

(Matthew 25) Care for the hungry and oppressed is an essential part and expression of worship. 

Verses 6-7 are about being solidarity with the people who need everything. By giving and acting with 

Commitment for Life we are giving Christian Aid the opportunity to do that. 

Isaiah’s call to the Hebrew people 25 centuries ago is just as relevant to 21st century Christians living in the 

UK who imagine they can be faithful to God by being entirely focused on prayer, devotional readings and a 

personal relationship with Christ. What is missing is justice. 

Justice is one of the foremost expressions of mercy. We don’t get what we justly deserve, we get his just 

compassion. Because God loves all people, God cannot bear to see some crippled by injustice. A society has 

not fulfilled its purpose when it delivers only order and stability. God commands us to create just societies 

where people can flourish. That means standing with those who are oppressed by systems that keep 

people poor. 

What will be the result of this sort of fasting? 
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If we do this sort of fasting God will say, “You are like a well watered garden”. “Here I am”. In other words 

we will move to joyful living. 

Through fasting we deny ourselves but in return our lives will be turned around. It will bring us closer to 

God and acting in the way he would want. 

In this part of the passage (v 9-12) there is use of beautiful imagery and creative possibilities compared 

with the harsh wording of the first half of the passage. The symbol of a gurgling stream  means constantly 

giving and continuously drinking from that source. 

We have to realise that it is hard to do something about injustice but this passage actively commands us to 

do so.  We are part of the problem but also part of the solution. Being a Commitment for Life church is just 

a small part of the bigger picture. We need to challenge injustice wherever we see it. 

To be human is to seek – to need – justice. Only justice can clear the air, heal the past, afford a future. Only 

justice sets people free. With 30,000 children dying every day because of poverty, when the world’s most 

impoverished countries are forced to pay over $90 million every day to the rich world in debt repayments, 

it is time to act justly as God would have us do. 

Amen 

 

with thanks for contributions from Daniel Sinclair, Rosie Venner and the participants in the Justice and Joy 

Day led by the London South East Team of Christian Aid 

 


