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Is 58:9-12 – 9 If you take away the yoke from your midst, the pointing of 

the finger, and speaking wickedness; 10 If you extend your soul to the hungry 

and satisfy the afflicted soul, then your light shall dawn in the darkness, and 

your darkness shall be as the noonday.  11 The Lord will guide you continually, 

and satisfy your soul in drought, and strengthen your bones; You shall be like 

a watered garden, and like a spring of water, whose waters do not fail.  12 

Those from among you shall build the old waste places; You shall raise up the 

foundations of many generations; And you shall be called the Repairer of the 

Breach, The Restorer of Streets to Dwell In. 

 

Introduction 

 

I’m Greg Arthur.  I’m one of the pastors here.  Today I would like for us to look at a 

promise of God about Christ, our Redeemer, that starts with devastation and ends with 

restoration, from loss to repair, from death to life, from dread to hope, from the night 

before Christmas to the day after Easter.  It is a promise for all who have ever sat in 

darkness or will ever sit in the shadow of death, for upon us a great light has shined, Christ 

Himself, who said of Himself: 

 

John 8:12 – 12 “I am the light of the world; he who follows me will not walk 

in darkness, but will have the light of life.” 

 

It is a promise that God made long ago, through the Prophet Isaiah, that is found in Chapter 

58 of the Book of Isaiah.  It is a promise that I’ve prized since I first understood it, largely 

because of the way God broke through my deafness to hear what He was saying.  I’ll 

explain that in minute.  But first, … it is that Sunday after Christmas but before the New 

Year, the one that every poor fellow faced with what to say on this day has had to decide 

whether to speak about Christmas one last time, or to start something new before the New 

Year.  So I’ve decided to thread the needle and tell a story that begins just after Christmas 

and ends on New Year’s, and that has to do with this most beautiful promise of God made 

long ago, from the Book of Isaiah:  

 

Is 58:9-12 – 9 If you take away the yoke from your midst, the pointing of 

the finger, and speaking wickedness; 10 If you extend your soul to the hungry 

and satisfy the afflicted soul, then your light shall dawn in the darkness, and 

your darkness shall be as the noonday.  11 The Lord will guide you continually, 

and satisfy your soul in drought, and strengthen your bones; You shall be like 

a watered garden, and like a spring of water, whose waters do not fail.  12 

Those from among you shall build the old waste places; You shall raise up the 

foundations of many generations; And you shall be called the Repairer of the 

Breach, The Restorer of Streets to Dwell In. 

 

I’ve entitled this talk “From Devastation to Restoration.”  I hope to say what God through 

Isaiah meant for us to know.  I hope to apply it to our lives.  As we go along I’ll make six 
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main points, that are in your bulletin, and that will be on the screen behind me.  I hope you 

will love God and His Word even more because of this promise.  But first, the background: 

 

A City Without Walls 

 

In case you don’t know, I used work for the US Government as a sewage engineer.  And 

exactly 10 years ago today, on December 27, 2005, I was sent to New Orleans as part of 

the Hurricane Katrina Clean-up.  My job was to write reports to the Incident Commander 

and thus to the White House, about what my Federal agency, the Environmental Protection 

Agency, accomplished each day.  It was a 16-hour per day shift.  We were given Saturday 

evenings and Sunday mornings off.  I slept in a FEMA trailer.  We worked in the basement 

of a community college next to the Saints practice facility.  We were allowed one three 

minute shower a day, which in full confession I didn’t always take.  It was the most 

rewarding three weeks of my 30-year career.  Why were we there?  Well first, EPA owns 

boats for poking around waterways, … boats which were instead used in the aftermath to 

rescue people where helicopters could not go.  I understand 6,000 people were rescued by 

boat, and 34,000 off roofs by helicopter.  A million were evacuated ahead of the storm and 

the 100,000 who remained were evacuated within a week after.  Almost 2,000 died. 

 

Then for months, EPA managed the clean-up, a task which is overwhelming for me to think 

back on.  Over 100,000 structures were demolished and another 150,000 heavily damaged, 

numbers equal to all of the East Bay from Oakland to Hayward.  In them were more than 

350,000 refrigerators sitting without power for months, a half million damaged or destroyed 

cars, oceans of pesticides, fuel, cleaners, oxygen tanks, guns, ammunition, drugs both legal 

and illegal, spoiled food, and mountains of rotting garbage … everything, frozen in time not 

by the hurricane, which the City withstood, but by flooding, caused when the levees failed a 

day later.  Most of the City except the French Quarter is below sea level.  Levees wall off 

every part of the City from the surrounding waters of Lake Pontchartrain and the Mississippi 

River.  It’s strange, but you can look up and see ships on the river passing above you.  

When the levees breached, it became the proverbial city without walls. 

 

 

Point 1 

Humility Is Necessary to Hear God Speak. 

 

When I was there for my stint right after Christmas, four months after the hurricane, the 

flood waters were gone.  All that was left were ‘waste places’ of incomprehensible 

devastation.  Every street abandoned.  Every building vacant.  Every neighborhood 

destroyed, like a bomb went off, under mounds of debris.  Every clock stopped.  Barges 

tossed on roofs.  Houses crushed in.  The power was still out and so at night it was pitch 

black.  Anything waterlogged, like drywall and carpet, could not be salvaged because of 

mold.  I entered a church that had been under water and now had mold like black hair 

growing a foot out from every surface, the floor, the walls, the ceiling, even the speakers.  I 

entered a police station where boxes of evidence for pending trials were utterly ruined, and 

money and guns were found hidden in the walls.  Every single thing from an entire city had 

to be collected and sorted – metals and glass to salvage, garbage and building materials to 
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landfill, hazardous waste to treatment, infectious waste to incineration.  Refrigerators were 

most foul with old food putrefying into a vile-smelling tar that had to be removed by hand 

for incineration before the metal could be salvaged.  The workers wore hazmat suits to do 

this thankless job.  As for me, seeing so much devastation brought forth in me a sadness. 

 

After five days there, on New Year’s Eve, Saturday night, we drove through miles of 

abandoned streets to the French Quarter, where it was as if nothing had happened, as if the 

devastation was in a dream.  There was great music, laughing, singing, great food and a lot 

of drunk people, all of whom had to drive like us through the miles of devastation to get 

there.  This is from that night at the famous Preservation Hall.  It was as if the ‘waste 

places,’ and the ‘breached’ levees, and the empty ‘streets to dwell in’ without their million 

missing residents, just did not exist; as if devastation did not matter.  It was as if the 

sadness in everything was somehow covered over by hope or delusion.  Just before 

midnight, I left the crowds and walked up on the levee along the Mississippi. Right at 

midnight of New Year’s Eve, one of the most haunting moments of my life occurred, as a 

steamboat, down river, lit with light, with no passengers, began to play on its steam-pipe 

organ, slowly, like a dirge, the beautiful Louis Armstrong song, “What a Wonderful World.” 

 

I see skies of blue and clouds of white 

The bright blessed day, the dark sacred night 

And I think to myself what a wonderful world. 

 

In the midst of devastation as far as the eye could see, at the start of the new year, 

someone on the river said “what a wonderful world” it is anyway. 

 

On the next morning, on New Year’s Day, there was in everyone, not just me, a sense of 

both sadness and sweetness, of both utter devastation and a hope of restoration, of turning 

the page and starting a new day, as if last night’s midnight up on the levee was the darkest 

hour.  Then and only then, finally, was I ready in heart and mind to hear what the pastor of 

Victory Fellowship in Metairie on New Year’s Day proclaimed from God’s word:  

 

Is 58:9-12 – 9 If you take away the yoke from your midst, the pointing of 

the finger, and speaking wickedness; 10 If you extend your soul to the hungry 

and satisfy the afflicted soul, then your light shall dawn in the darkness, and 

your darkness shall be as the noonday.  11 The Lord will guide you continually, 

and satisfy your soul in drought, and strengthen your bones; You shall be like 

a watered garden, and like a spring of water, whose waters do not fail.  12 

Those from among you shall build the old waste places; You shall raise up the 

foundations of many generations; And you shall be called the Repairer of the 

Breach, The Restorer of Streets to Dwell In. 

 

Now can you hear with me how beautiful this promise is?  Are not these the words of life?  

Can there be anything better than God declaring how He will lead people from devastation 

to restoration?  Isn’t that what we want to happen in the ‘waste places’ around us, and in 

our lives, and the in the lives of those we love?  I hope this long introductory story has 

given you a new appreciation of how valuable this promise, made long ago, is to us today.  
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Actually, there was one last thing God did to prepare me to hear this promise.  Before the 

sermon, the worship leader, who must have been all of 20 years old, asked the 

congregation to raise our hands in worship, which was something I did not want some 

youngster to tell me to do.  As I was grumbling to myself, typical me, I hear Jesus say in 

my ear, “what is it to you,” just as He said to Peter by the sea (John 21:22).  I said under 

my breath, “yeah, you’re right, what is it to me,” and as I raised my hands in obedience, I 

began to weep.  So perhaps a preliminary thing to say about this promise in Isaiah 58, and 

for that matter any scripture, is, in order to understand what God is saying, we must, as an 

act of our faith, humble ourselves before Him, for humility is necessary to hear God 

speak.  I had to let His Word break through my deafness. 

 

Is 29:18 – 18 In that day the deaf shall hear the words of the book, and the 

eyes of the blind shall see out of obscurity and out of darkness. 

 

Matt 11:15 – 15 He who has ears to hear let him hear. 

 

So before we look closely at this promise of restoration, let’s first humble ourselves before 

Him, so that we can have ears to hear.  Would you pray with me?  (Eph 1:17-19 prayer) 

 

  

Point 2 

Where Sin Is There Is Devastation. 

 

This beautiful promise in Isaiah 58:  It is like many of God’s promises; it is conditional, in 

two parts – if we do this, God will do that.  If we humble ourselves under the mighty hand 

of God, He will exalt us (1Pet 5:5).  If we draw near to God, He will draw near to us (James 

4:8).  If we confess our sins to God, He forgives us our sins and cleanses us of all 

unrighteousness (1John 1:9).  If we confess with our mouth that Jesus is Lord, and believe 

in our heart that God has raised Him from the dead, He will save us (Rom 10:9).  If we do 

this, God will do that. 

 

The promise of restoration in Isaiah 58 goes a step further.  It reads this way:  If we do 

this, God will do that in us, and God will do even more through us.  The breakdown of the 

passage into the three parts is as follows: 

 

Part 1 (If we do this) – If you take away the yoke from your midst, the 

pointing of the finger, and speaking wickedness; 10 If you extend your soul to 

the hungry and satisfy the afflicted soul, 

 

Part 2 (Christ will do that in us) – then your light shall dawn in the dark-

ness, and your darkness shall be as the noonday. 11 The Lord will guide you 

continually, satisfy your soul in drought, and strengthen your bones; You shall 

be like a watered garden, and like a spring of water, whose waters do not fail. 

 

Part 3 (And Christ will do even more through us) – Those from among 

you shall build the old waste places; You shall raise up the foundations of 
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many generations; And you shall be called the Repairer of the Breach, The 

Restorer of Streets to Dwell In. 

 

Essentially, if we will be gracious and win hearts (Part 1), then Christ will make us whole 

(Part 2), and restore the devastation and brokenness of the world (Part 3). 

 

There is a point to infer from this passage.  Between the lines, this passage says where sin 

is there is devastation and brokenness.  In other words, this promises of what Christ 

will do implies that there is devastation to restore and brokenness to make whole.  So what 

devastation and brokenness is there, implied in this passage?  From Part 2, isn’t there 

darkness instead of light in people’s lives?  Isn’t there misery instead of satisfaction in their 

souls?  Isn’t there weariness instead of strength?  And isn’t life like a desert instead of 

productive and beautiful like a watered garden.  These are simply the needs of broken 

people, satisfied by the promise that Christ will make us whole.  From Part 3, aren’t the 

waste places left desolate, and the foundations of many generations left in ruin, and the 

breached walls left unrepaired, and the streets left empty?  These are the devastations for 

all to see in broken nations, broken cities, broken families, broken marriages, and broken 

people, … satisfied by the promise that Christ will restore.  

 

That there is devastation and brokenness in this world is without question.  However, is sin 

the cause?  Is it true that where sin is there is devastation and brokenness?  I think the 

answer from the whole Word of God is an obvious ‘yes’, for the scriptures say “the wages of 

sin is death” (Rom 6:23).  I think this passage agrees because the promise of restoration in 

Is 58 is part of a larger prophecy about the coming Messiah (Is 40-66).  Isaiah prophesied, 

before it happened, of the destruction of Jerusalem, the capture of Judah into exile, and 

their eventual return and restoration.  These events did in fact take place decades later.  

But the prophecy continues beyond that, to an expansive restoration to be brought forth by 

the coming Messiah.  It was this larger prophecy that Jesus quoted from when He 

announced the start of His ministry: 

 

Luke 4:20-21 – 20 And (Jesus) closed the book, and gave it back to the 

attendant, and sat down; and the eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on 

him. 21 And he began to say to them, "Today this scripture has been fulfilled 

in your hearing." 

 

In other words, the larger prophecy about devastation and restoration and the coming 

Messiah, that includes the beautiful promise in Is 58, is entirely about Jesus Christ, our Lord 

and Savior, the Lamb of the God who takes away the sin of the world (John 1:29).  

Therefore, Christ’s cancellation of sin is the restoration.  So the second point to make about 

the promise of restoration in Christ, is where sin is, there is devastation and brokenness. 

 

Point 3 

Christ wants us to participate in His work. 

 

A third point to notice is this:  Christ wants us to participate in His work.  It is Christ 

who makes broken people whole and who restores all things from the devastation of sin.  
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That is His work.  We could not do His work, and He could do it all.  Yet Christ for some 

reason gives us a part of His work to do.  In Part 1 of the promise, there are five things for 

us to do: (1) take away the yoke from our midst, (2) take away the pointing finger, (3) take 

away speaking wickedness, (4) extend our soul to the hungry, and (5) satisfy the afflicted 

soul.  These essentially boil down to winning the hearts of the people in our midst by being 

gracious like Christ is to us. 

 

Let me provide an example.  Some of you know of the small fatherly leadership groups 

we’ve been running. We’ve been learning in these groups about the crucial job we fathers 

have to win the hearts of our children.   Instead of making them come to us, we are to 

‘extend our soul to the hungry’ and meet them where they are.  Instead of imposing our 

dreams upon them, we are to ‘take away the yoke from our midst’ and respect who they 

are.  Instead of ‘speaking wickedness,’ we are to be their safe haven where God’s grace is 

evident.  Instead of ‘pointing the finger,’ we are to put to death the old critical heart.  And 

instead of letting the world win them away, we are to ‘satisfy the afflicted soul,’ and be 

happy with them every day, and thereby outcompete the world. 

 

To this last point, I’d like to tell with permission a story of a low point in our marriage.  Back 

20 years ago, when the lovely and talented Lori was touring the country with the equally 

lovely and talented Max in their big-hair rock band, I would be back home a critical man 

sulking like a gigantic cranky baby.  When she’d return from touring, I’d need my issues 

dealt with, so I’d sulk and poke my way into conversations and say we have to work it out.  

I’m quite sure she was relieved to go back on the road.  Then two friends from our small 

group said to me, “when she’s home you should just be happy with her.”  That was the best 

advice I’ve ever heard.  So I did that.  I decided from then on to be happy with her, leaving 

our issues (which were significant) to God, who worked them out in miraculous ways.  I 

decided to simply enjoy her company, hearing Jesus often say to me ‘what is it to you’ if 

she likes something different, ‘you just enjoy her, be happy with her every day, appreciate 

her, and I’ll do the rest.’  I think Lori will say that was a turning point in our marriage.  I did 

my part.  I kept on winning her heart, and God did the rest, making us whole, and restoring 

what was broken, just like He promises to do in Is 58. 

 

Winning hearts, this is what Christ wants us to do.  This is our part in His great work of 

restoring the broken world.  But why would He want our participation?  I would say in 

answer, “it’s not surprising.”  It seems Christ always wants our participation in whatever He 

is doing, in prayer, discipleship, preaching the gospel, serving the poor, defending the weak, 

tending Creation, or extending His Kingdom.  Moses held his arms up while God routed the 

enemy.  We are called the Body of Christ on earth, each of us an indispensable part.  We do 

some little thing and He does something big.  In everything God could do it all, but it seems 

in everything, we have a part.  When I consider how unequal the relationship is between us 

and Christ, I can only conclude that the reason He gives us part of His work to do is that He 

wants us to share in His work, and thus share in His life.  Christ uses an analogy saying we 

are like branches grafted into a Vine, which is He says is Him (John 15:1-6). 

 

Perhaps at the heart of it all, He simply wants us to live our lives with Him, to be united 

with Him in heart and soul, to be inseparably close.  Jesus, Son of God, the Savior, 
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Redeemer, Prince of Peace, Lamb of God, the Word, the Creator and Upholder of All Things, 

the First and the Last, the Resurrection and the Life, the Bread of Life, the True Vine, the 

Good Shepherd, the Light of the World, the King of Kings, … this person simply wants us. 

 

That is why He wants us to participate in His work.  Furthermore, while the promise in Is 58 

is conditional, with a command that if we will do this, then God will do that, it isn’t like God 

is holding out His grace.  He is entirely gracious.  He entirely wants us.  He’ll go to the ends 

of the earth for us, and die on the cross for us.  He isn’t holding out His grace, measure by 

measure, depending on whether we comply with a command.  But rather, perhaps the 

command to win hearts is not something to measure obedience by, but rather it is more like 

a division of labor, we do this part, and God does that part.  We do this crucial little part of 

His work, and God redeems the whole world.  There is something deeply satisfying that God 

would want to give us a part of His work.  There is honor in it, from God, a regard from 

Him, the way a father loves giving to his son something important to do. 

 

What could be more important than winning the hearts of those in our midst?  Who is better 

suited to do so than us?  Cats understand cats.  Dogs relate to dogs.  And we know the 

people in our midst, who in turn know us, in the here and now.  Who better than us can win 

their hearts?  Perhaps that is why this is our part of the division of labor.  We do this little 

thing, and God does the rest.  So a third point is Christ wants us to participate in His work. 

 

Point 4 

We do a little thing and Christ makes us whole. 

  

A fourth point to make is this:  We win hearts, and Christ makes us whole.  In Part 2 of 

the promise in Is 58, there are five things Christ will do for us: (1) cause our light to dawn 

in the darkness, (2) guide us continually, (3) satisfy our souls even in difficult times, (4) 

strengthen our body and mind, and (5) and make us productive and beautiful like a watered 

garden.  These essentially together mean Christ will make us whole in heart and soul, as is 

promised in other parts of the scriptures.  

 

Ez 36:26-27 - 26 I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you; I 

will take the heart of stone out of your flesh and give you a heart of flesh.  I 

will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you 

will keep My judgments and do them. 

 

2Cor 5:17 – 17 Therefore if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; old 

things have passed away, all things have become new. 

 

How great it is that we don’t make ourselves whole.  He is the One who takes broken, 

sinful, confused, and inconsistent people, like us, and makes us whole, a new creation.  His 

work is to change our hearts, and conform our minds, to heal wounds and renew the inner 

man, to change us to be like Him.  For only Christ can “forgive us of our sins and cleanse us 

of all unrighteousness” (1John 1:9).  Our part is to simply believe in Him, and to do that 

which is external to us and thus possible, which is win hearts.  We do this little outward 

thing, and Christ makes us whole inwardly. 
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Point 5 

We do a little thing and Christ redeems the world. 

  

A fifth point is like the last one:  We win hearts, Christ makes us whole, and then 

Christ redeems the world.  Part 3 of the promise, says: 

 

Is 58:12 – 12 Those from among you shall build the old waste places; You 

shall raise up the foundations of many generations; And you shall be called 

the Repairer of the Breach, The Restorer of Streets to Dwell In. 

 

In other words, the broken world devastated by sin will be redeemed by Christ working 

through us.  The old waste places -- sin’s old strongholds in broken people, the addictions, 

the anger, the pride, the critical heart, the callousness, the selfishness, and the guilt – 

(these old waste places) will all be rebuilt because Christ took our sins to the cross and 

healed us (1Pet 2:23-25).  The ruined foundations of many generations will be raised up, 

for Christ cancelled sin’s power, reversing the curse of sins visited to the third and fourth 

generation (Ex 34:7).  The breached walls, which in New Orleans let in the flood, and in 

Middle Eastern cities let in robbers and armies, … the breached walls will be repaired as God 

protects those who trust Him, with His righteousness, His truth, His salvation, His Word, His 

Spirit, and through prayer with Him (Eph 6:13-18).  And Christ restores the streets to dwell 

in, as He gives us abundant and everlasting life (John 6:40; 10:10).  We do a little thing, 

winning the hearts of those around us, and Christ repairs societies, heals families, restrains 

violence, restores generations to health, protects nations.  We win hearts and Christ 

redeems the world.  For Christ is the Redeemer, who redeems the world. 

 

And most amazingly of all, we will be called the Repairer of the Breach, The Restorer of 

Streets to Dwell In. 

 

Point 6 

There are no lost causes, nothing too broken, no one too lost. 

  

Finally, let me end with one last point. There are no lost causes, nothing too broken, 

no one too lost.  His Word is true.  What He has promised He will do.  Christ is the one 

who redeems.  Christ is the one who conquers sin and death.  Christ is the one who leads us 

out from devastation to restoration, from loss to repair, from dread to hope, from death to 

life.  Christ is the One.  And nowhere in this beautiful promise of Is 58 are there any 

limitations to His work, for He is the One who restores all things to Himself, the broken 

world, broken nations, broken cities, broken families, broken marriages, broken friendships, 

and broken people.  There are no hopeless cases, nothing too devastated by sin, no one too 

lost to be found.   

 

Rev 21:5 – 5 Then He who sat on the throne said, “Behold, I make all things 

new.” 

 

*          *          * 
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Thank you all for listening.  If you haven’t received Christ as your Redeemer, you can today.  

You can say to Him, “Jesus, I need redemption from my sins.  Jesus, come into my life.”  

oFr the perfect sinless man, Jesus Christ, God’s Son, out of the great love He has for us, no 

matter who we are or what we’ve done or what we’ve left undone, did what we could not do 

ourselves, dying in our place to make right all of our sins, and rising from the grave to give 

us life that does not end.  Amen.  Alright, you all, have a great Sunday.  And for your 

listening pleasure as you leave, here is some New Orleans jazz by Louis Armstrong.  Thanks 

again. 

 


