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The God We Know? 

Isaiah 44:24 – 45:13 

 

 Things aren’t always as they seem, are they? 

Sometimes our understanding, our perceptions, even our pictures and images of reality grow 

and evolve. And sometimes they change drastically. 

 Do you remember how you pictured God in your imagination when you were a child? I do. I 

always pictured him on his throne in heaven, but from there, what I imagined differed 

dramatically from what most others did. While many children describe their image of God as a 

large, grandfatherly type being with long flowing white hair and beard, my mind’s eye saw him 

as large, yes, but not so old, and not with long, flowing white hair and beard—in fact, as I 

imagined God, he was rather clean-cut, with no beard, and short hair, almost like a crew cut! 

And in a twist that I still don’t understand, I sometimes imagined him with black-rimmed 

glasses—maybe it had something to do with knowing that God sees everything. I know that’s a 

strange picture, but hey, I was a little child! How did you imagine him? 

 Well, as I grew, that image gave way to other images as I learned more about God, and got to 

know him better. None of us ever knows him completely, but if we’re walking with him, we do 

grow in our relationship with him, and we come to know him more deeply as the years go by. 

Even so, we still come up with some strange pictures of God. 

Sometimes our images are more about what we are like, or what we would like for God to be 

like rather than how the Bible shows us that he has revealed himself. Sometimes we look through 

a lens that distorts the picture, or we focus only on one aspect of who he is, never thinking about 

other aspects of his character that he has revealed in his dealings with Israel and the church, and 

most fully in his Son Jesus Christ. So we imagine him either as an unmerciful, tyrannical judge 

on the one hand, or some kind of cosmic Santa Claus, on the other. Or as C.S. Lewis put it in The 

Problem of Pain: 

 

What would really satisfy us would be a God who said of 

anything we happened to like doing, ‘What does it matter so long 

as they are contented?’ We want, in fact, not so much a Father in 

heaven as a grandfather in heaven—a senile benevolence who, as 

they say, ‘liked to see young people enjoying themselves,’ and 
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whose plan for the universe was simply that it might be said at the 

end of each day, ‘a good time was had by all.’1 

 

 What’s your picture of this God we claim to know? And how does what the LORD says 

through his prophet in this text line up with it? When you hear the words of Isaiah 44 and 45, is 

this the God you know? 

Shocking words 

 Now these words from the prophet were intended for the Jewish exiles in Babylon. And 

believe me, these words came as a shock to them! 

They’d been there for a while, now, actually about half a century. While many of them had 

done as God had counseled them through the prophet Jeremiah’s letter in Jeremiah 29, settling 

down in Babylon and seeking its welfare, there were still those who longed to return to the land 

of promise. Their hopes had been deferred, but now God says to them that he is about to act to 

restore them and to rebuild the temple. 

 Over and over in the text and its context, the LORD declares that he alone is God, and 

declares what he has done, what he is doing, and what he will do. 

But he blows these Jews’ minds when he declares that he will use the pagan Persian king 

Cyrus, who doesn’t even know God, to restore them and to provide for the rebuilding of the 

temple in Jerusalem. I mean, think about it—a pagan king! God even uses terms that the Jews 

only applied to their kings, priests, and occasionally their prophets to describe him: terms like 

“my shepherd” (44:28) and “his anointed” (45:1).2 It was no longer the Babylonians who were 

ruling over the Jews; a new king was in town. His name was Cyrus the Persian, and the LORD 

God of Israel was declaring that he had laid his hand on him to use him to accomplish the 

LORD’s own purpose—to bring the exiles back home to Judah and restore his people to the 

Promised Land! 

 In his commentary on this passage, John D. W. Watts points out that the Babylonian kings, in 

an annual New Year’s ceremony, would symbolically take the hand of Bel, their pagan god. But 

here the LORD says through his prophet that he has taken Cyrus by the hand, even though Cyrus 

didn’t know the LORD! Watts goes on to point out just how closely Cyrus’ career reflects God’s 

hand on his life and rule—  

• Cyrus gained the following of all the Persian tribes with ease; 

• he gained the Babylonians as his allies against the Medes; 

• two Median armies that were sent successively to fight against him instead joined forces 

with him; 
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• he gained a surprise victory over the Lydian army in Armenia when their horses were 

frightened by the smell of his Persian camels; 

• and Babylon, the most heavily fortified city of the world at the time, opened its gates to 

him without a fight! 

 

Now did Cyrus know this was all God’s doing? No! As Page Kelley reminds us in his 

commentary on this text, Cyrus didn’t know Israel’s God. He credited his success to his pagan 

god Marduk. But here, the LORD, the God of Israel, takes all the credit! 3 But later on, according 

to 2 Chronicles 36 and Ezra 1, Cyrus would realize that it was the LORD’s doing as well! 

 

He means what he says 

 Now did God really mean to say what the prophet said he was saying here? After all, aren’t 

our images of God usually a lot tamer than this picture of a sovereign Lord who uses a pagan 

king without even asking for his consent? 

 This picture surprises us, doesn’t it? Maybe startles us is the better way to put it. 

It’s like driving up Highway 52 from Winston-Salem to Mount Airy, North Carolina. You’re 

driving along enjoying the rolling hills, but they’re hills—beautiful hills, to be sure, but just hills. 

And if you’ve been watching closely, you may have caught a couple of brief glimpses of it from 

a distance when you were in just the right spot. But then just north of the town of King, you 

round a curve, and boom! Right there before your eyes—you can’t miss it—stands Pilot 

Mountain, with an elevation of about 3,000 feet, and that incredible unique knob that looks like a 

shaft with a rounded top sticking up out of the mountain. You aren’t in the mountains yet, but 

this is a mountain, not a hill! It startles you, it’s just there, and there’s nothing you can do about 

it but admire it in awe! 

 

So how do we respond? 

 But how can we reconcile our feeble images of God with this startling and awesome 

declaration and revelation of himself? What do we do with all the tidy little boxes we’ve tried to 

put him in for so long? 

It’s called humble acceptance, submission, trust. We humbly accept that the God who is 

sovereign over all his creation accomplishes his purposes however he chooses. We yield our 

lives to him, realizing that he is God and we are not. We trust him to work in our lives, in our life 

together, and in the world around us to accomplish his great eternal purpose and his purposes in 

time and space that move us to that end. It is after all, as I once heard someone put it, the 

kingdom of God, not the democracy of God! This reality both draws us to him and causes us to 

approach him in fear and trembling. In his book The Idea of the Holy, Rudolph Otto described 

this as “the mystery that both terrifies and fascinates” us.4 Indeed! 

 Deep in our hearts, we know it, don’t we?  

 Every time we pray the Lord’s Prayer and say, “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on 

earth as it is in heaven,” we’re recognizing God’s sovereignty and asking him to let it loose on 
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earth in an ultimate way! In his book of meditations, Listening to Your Life, Frederick Buechner 

puts it this way: 

 

“Thy will be done” is what we’re saying . . . We are asking 

God to be God. We are asking God to do not only what we want 

but what God wants. We are asking God to make manifest the 

holiness that is now mostly hidden, to set free in all its terrible 

splendor the devastating power that is now mostly under restraint . 

. . 

“Thy kingdom come . . . on earth” is what we are saying. And 

if that were suddenly to happen, what then? What would stand and 

what would fall? . . . To speak these words is to invite the tiger out 

of the cage . . .5 

 

 God has done it over and over before. He used the Assyrians as his rod to punish the northern 

kingdom of Israel. He astounded his prophet Habakkuk when he told him he would use the 

Babylonians to chastise Judah. He used Cyrus to restore Israel after the exile—both 2 Chronicles 

and Ezra readily recognize the fact. Alexander the Great provided a universal language for the 

ancient Mediterranean world that paved the way for the spread of the Gospel, and the Romans 

provided a transportation system that enabled Paul and other early Christian missionaries to carry 

the Gospel to the world. Alexander and the Romans thought they were building empires. But 

could it be that God was in some way working behind it all?  

 The greatest sovereign surprise was when God the Son became flesh in Jesus Christ. He was 

the Messiah, but not what the Jews were expecting. Almost everything about him was contrary to 

the mighty warrior they were expecting to set them free from their pagan oppressors. But the 

biggest disconnect for them was when the Jewish leaders got the Romans to put him to death on 

the cross. How could Messiah die as a common criminal? At the first Pentecost after his death, 

Peter declared that though they had put him to death, it was all according to God’s plan, and that 

he had indeed raised Jesus from the dead and made him Lord over all, and that forgiveness and 

salvation were found only through trusting in him! 

 Maybe he’s not done yet. He is still sovereign, you know—sovereign over our lives, and over 

our life together as a church. So could it be that in all we face, the good and the bad, that in 

everything that happens—even this coronavirus pandemic and the societal challenges we’re 

facing right now—God is in some way working behind the scenes to accomplish his purposes? 

Can we, and will we, really believe and build our lives on this confidence —that someday, one 

day, his kingdom will come and his will shall be done on earth as it is in heaven, that the 

kingdoms of this world shall become the kingdom of our God and of his Christ, and he shall 

reign forever and ever, and that every knee will bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ 

is Lord to the glory of God the Father? 

 Is this the God we know?  

MEG 
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