
Grace that Satisfies
Isaiah 55:1-5

In his book Restoring Your Spiritual Passion, Gordon MacDonald records a 
conversation he had with a longtime Christian friend.  MacDonald was a pastor in 
Lexington, Massachusetts for many years.  This was a friend who years earlier had a 
real passion for God.  MacDonald recounted the conversation in this way:

“Where are you at these days with God?” I asked.

“Where am I at with God?” he repeated the question . . . There was at least a 30-
second pause, and I decided to wait it out.  “Do you really want to know?” he finally  
asked.

“Yeah, I’m your friend, and I’m interested,” I responded.

“I’m not anywhere,” he said, “and I haven’t been anywhere for a long time.  When it 
comes to my Christian life I’m going through the motions. . . Gordon, there was a 
time in my younger years when it all seemed to grab my imagination, Christ and 
faith, I mean.  I really wanted to make my Christian commitment the absolute 
center of everything.  But I’ve lost it, and so now I perform more out of habit than 
anything else. . . 

“What drives you to keep on with the habits?” I asked.

“”I suppose only the fact that I’m getting to the point in life where it’s too late to 
change.  My family life is all centered on Christian activities, and I don’t want to 
hurt my wife or the kids.  And besides, life has been good to me.  Why upset the 
routines that have gotten me this far?  So I just keep chugging along.” (MacDonald, 
pp. 19-20)

Perhaps you’re like this man who had lost his spiritual passion, who was simply going 
through the motions, who was doing Christian activities out of habit.  Most of us at one 
time or another find ourselves in that position.  It can be disheartening to look back and 
feel like your best days spiritually are far behind you.  

Sometimes when we lose our spiritual passion and “want it back” our normal reaction is 
to try harder: pray more, serve more, seek God more fervently.  There’s obviously 
nothing wrong with those things; we urge those things upon you quite often.  But it 
would be a terrible mistake to think that if we just work hard enough or if we just prove 
to God that we’re serious enough that He will bless us with His presence.

This morning I want to look at a passage of Scripture that communicates a valuable 
perspective about the type of person who is passionate about God.  In Isaiah 55 God 
invites people who have lost their spiritual passion to come to Him and receive grace.  
Once they received grace, then they would be satisfied with Him and passionate about 



Him.  Instead of working their way back into God’s “good graces” they simply needed to 
show up humbly and receive.  This passage is so very instructive for us when we feel 
stuck and apathetic.  Instead of trying to prove something to God with our devotion and 
our obedience, this passage tells us that we mainly need to show up and receive.  If we 
do, we will experience grace that satisfies us like nothing else.  

The book of Isaiah addresses a people who had lost their spiritual passion and didn’t 
know it.  The people were trusting in everything but God and they didn’t even know it.  
In Isaiah 55 the prophet Isaiah exhorts the people to turn back to God and receive from 
Him.  If they did they would experience grace that satisfies; they would experience the 
blessings of the covenant.  

It is significant that the offer of God's grace in chapter 55 comes after the description of 
the Suffering Servant in chapter 53.  Everything has changed because sin has been 
paid for by the Suffering Servant.  Chapter 55 appeals to people who live after this 
sacrifice for sin has been made.  Since we live after the crucifixion and resurrection of 
Jesus, this chapter speaks directly to us.  Let’s consider how we can come to God and 
be satisfied by His grace.  

God's grace satisfies us when we . . . 
. . . show up thirsty and empty-handed. (vv. 1-2a)

1 "Ho! Every one who thirsts, come to the waters; 
And you who have no money come, buy and eat. 
Come, buy wine and milk 
Without money and without cost.

The first line invites "everyone who thirsts" to come to the waters.  God is using thirst as 
a metaphor for spiritual need.  Just as a thirsty person is satisfied only with water, so too 
a spiritually needy person is satisfied only in what God offers.  In the book of Isaiah, 
"water" is associated with the Holy Spirit.  

44:3 'For I will pour out water on the thirsty land 
And streams on the dry ground; 
I will pour out My Spirit on your offspring 
And My blessing on your descendants; 
4 And they will spring up among the grass 
Like poplars by streams of water.'

Just as water can be poured out to satisfy a parched land, so too God will pour out the 
Holy Spirit upon spiritually needy people (see also Isaiah 32:15).  The emphasis in 
Isaiah 55:1 is that this "water" is available to anybody who will come.  The only 
qualification is that a person recognizes his/her need.  

We read in the gospel of John how Jesus made this same offer, again associating 
"water" with the Holy Spirit.  He told the woman at the well that He could give her water 

Isaiah 55:1-5, FEFC, 11/25/12! Page 2
Steve Ratliff



that would "become a well of water springing up to eternal life" (John 4:14).  Jesus cried 
out in the temple,

7:37 Now on the last day, the great day of the feast, Jesus stood and cried out, 
saying, "If anyone is thirsty, let him come to Me and drink. 38 "He who believes in 
Me, as the Scripture said, 'From his innermost being will flow rivers of living 
water."' 39 But this He spoke of the Spirit, whom those who believed in Him were 
to receive. . .

Jesus is describing how deeply satisfying and nourishing the Holy Spirit would be in the 
lives of those who believe in Him.  But, again, only thirsty people come to Jesus.  Those 
who are self-satisfied don't see any reason to come to Him.  

In the last three lines of Isaiah 55:1 the emphasis is upon coming empty-handed.  

55:1 . . . And you who have no money come, buy and eat. 
Come, buy wine and milk 
Without money and without cost.

This is a rather playful way of saying that God is giving away food, wine, and milk.  
Technically you can't "buy" something "without money and without cost"; you really 
receive it freely when you show up empty-handed.  God isn't selling anything; He is only 
giving it away freely.   In light of Isaiah 53, we'd have to say that the reason this 
salvation is free to us is because the Suffering Servant was willing to pay the price.  
When Jesus died as our substitute, He paid the debt we owed.  

Verse 2 puts the offer of verse 1 into its proper perspective: 

2 "Why do you spend money for what is not bread, 
And your wages for what does not satisfy? 

God is saying, "Whereas you have the option of receiving water, milk, wine, and food 
from Me without money, why are you shelling out your hard-earned paycheck [your 
wages] for what does not satisfy?"  He's saying they're throwing away their money and 
they don't even realize it.  We need to keep in mind the imagery here.  He's not talking 
about throwing away our money.  He's ultimately talking about throwing away our lives.  
God asks, "Why are you investing your life in something that leaves you empty and 
unsatisfied?  Why do you pursue things that are so costly and yet so futile?"  

Some of the costly things that don’t satisfy are sinful things.  You and I can waste our 
lives pursuing sensuality, greed, or status.  Those things ultimately leave us empty and 
impoverished.  Other costly, unsatisfying things are good things done with the wrong 
motives - whether family or career or even sacrifice.  Those things can be very 
unsatisfying if they’re done independent of God.  
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Jesus asked the question, "What does it profit a man to gain the whole world and forfeit 
his soul?"  Your soul is the most precious thing you've got; if you fail to come to God and 
experience the salvation He offers, you are paying the highest price imaginable.  And if 
you neglect the salvation you’ve received, you too are paying a high price.

And so the two options are "free satisfaction" and "costly dissatisfaction."  We can either 
receive God's free offer of satisfying grace, or we can pursue a path that will leave us 
unsatisfied and that will cost us everything we have.  The condition is that we show up 
thirsty and empty-handed.  How thirsty are you this morning?  Are you parched for the 
things that only God can supply? 

In this culture it’s often hard to recognize our spiritual thirst.  It is very possible for us to 
fill ourselves up with activities (good things) and comforts (legitimately given by God).  
And it’s hard to come to God empty-handed.  By and large we are so competent and 
skilled in so many different ways; deep down we tend to think that God is at least a little 
bit impressed and that He’s really fortunate to have people like us on His side.  But 
God’s grace satisfies us only when we show up thirsty and empty-handed.

God's grace satisfies us when we . . . 
. . . remain attentive. (vv. 2b-3) Notice the emphasis upon "listening" in verses 2 and 3.  

2 . . . Listen carefully to Me, and eat what is good, 
And delight yourself in abundance.
3 "Incline your ear and come to Me. 
Listen, that you may live; 

You get the distinct impression that if a person is inattentive that s/he will miss what God 
is offering.  It is as if God is saying, "Pay attention to what I am saying!  You don't have 
to spend your life in a futile pursuit of things that don't satisfy!  Keep listening to Me or 
you’ll miss what I’m offering."  Many people, of course, don't really listen to God.  The 
indictment against the people in Isaiah 6 was that the people were "dull of hearing" - 
they had neither the motivation nor the aptitude to understand the voice of God.  

"Incline your ear."  When you really want to listen to someone, you sort of lean forward 
and stretch out your neck.  You put yourself in the optimum position to listen.  Try this 
sometime when you're sitting in a restaurant.  Pick out a conversation two tables over 
and see if you can focus in on what they're talking about.  It's amazing what you will 
hear if you "incline your ear" toward them.  And it's amazing what we will hear from God 
is we incline our ears toward Him!  When we listen carefully to God (in the sense of 
understanding His Word), we find deep satisfaction.  

Notice what God is offering here.  "Eat what is good . . . instead of filling up on things 
that don't satisfy, I will fill you with spiritual nourishment that satisfies you forever.”  
"Delight yourself in abundance"; "Listen that you may live."  Jesus made a similar 
statement when He said, "The thief comes to steal, kill, and destroy, I came that they 
might have life, and might have it abundantly" (John 10:10).  Verse 3 continues:
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3 . . . And I will make an everlasting covenant with you, 
According to the faithful mercies shown to David.

God will establish with anyone who comes to Him an "everlasting covenant" - a 
relationship that will never end.  This covenant would be patterned after the "faithful 
mercies" (Hebrew: hesed) He had shown to David.  This is an offer of grace that will 
satisfy us beyond anything this world has to offer.  Nothing is more satisfying than God's 
grace, but we'll squander it (or miss it altogether) if we don't remain attentive!

Specifically, if we aren't attentive to God (primarily through Scripture), we'll forget that 
we begin the Christian life by grace and that we continue in the Christian life by grace.  
Several years ago I saw a sign in a driveway (written on poster board): 

"PLEASE BRING MY THINGS BACK.  (I was in the middle of moving me and my 
6 kids)  They were not free <sad face>."  

Apparently this woman had set her belongings out by the curb while she was in the 
process of moving, and when people drove by, they thought she was throwing it away.  
So people had helped themselves to chairs, strollers, tables, etc.  When I drove by, 
quite a bit had been returned.  Imagine your reaction if you had taken something from 
that driveway, thinking it was free, only to find out that you were really a thief.

This is a parable of how our thinking about grace can go wrong if we don’t remain 
attentive to God.  Initially we realize that we can never earn salvation, so we accept 
Jesus' sacrifice as payment for our sins.  But as time goes on, we find it harder and 
harder to believe that God still operates on the basis of grace.  We begin to think that 
we have to "earn our keep"; we don't like the idea that we need to "mooch" off of God 
our entire lives.  We almost hear God saying, "Please bring my things back . . . they 
were not free. . ."  

But when we remain attentive to God, we realize that without God's grace we can never 
continue in the Christian life.  We are no less dependent upon grace now than when we 
first believed.  When we are attentive to God we hear Scriptures such as Paul's 
comment in 1 Corinthians 15, "I am what I am by the grace of God."  And with Paul this 
understanding of grace - instead of making us lethargic - energizes us.  

The last point in this passage flows from the first two.  If we come to God thirsty and 
empty handed, and if we remain attentive, we naturally have an influence in the lives of 
others.  We might be tempted to think that salvation and walking with God are a function 
of grace/receiving, but influencing others, well that’s just hard work!  You need to be 
“committed” and “outgoing” and smart and obedient (really, pretty close to perfect) 
before God will use you.  But influencing others is also an expression of God’s grace.

God's grace satisfies us when we . . . 
. . . show others God's glory. (vv. 4-5)
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4 "Behold, I have made him [David] a witness to the peoples, 
A leader and commander for the peoples.

When David ruled well, he served as a "witness to the peoples."  The way he served as 
a "leader and commander" told the surrounding peoples something about the power 
and glory of God (see Psalm 18:49, 57:9).  The "faithful mercy" shown to David led to an 
influence beyond the boundaries of Israel.  Not surprisingly, the faithful mercies shown 
to us under the new covenant will lead to a broader influence as well.  In verse 5 God 
addresses HIS people corporately (changing from second person plural in vv. 1-3 
["ya'll"] to second person singular in verse 5) and says:

5 "Behold, you will call a nation you do not know, 
And a nation which knows you not will run to you, 
Because of the LORD your God, even the Holy One of Israel; 
For He has glorified you."

"Just like David was a witness to the peoples, so you too will call out to a nation."  This 
has been a theme throughout Isaiah.  Back in chapter 2 we have recorded a vision of 
the "last days" in which "all the nations stream to" the "mountain of the house of the 
Lord."  God calls the nations of the world to Himself through His people who have 
experienced His mercy in Jesus Christ.  The last line of verse 5 actually says that this 
would happen because the Holy One of Israel "has glorified you"!  God shares His glory 
with those whom He redeems.  Whereas the people were formerly an embarrassment 
to God, they have now become examples of His glory.  When people see that glory, they 
come running to experience what we've experienced.  (See also Isaiah 45:14, 22-24, 
61:9)

I realize that this can sound incredibly presumptuous - the idea that people/nations 
would see our lives and want what we have so badly that they come running to God.  
But there is a reason why God wanted us to know this.  There is a reason why Jesus 
told His early followers, "You shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon 
you . . . you shall be My witnesses both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, 
and even to the remotest part of the earth" (Acts 1:8).  We are told about the influence 
God wants to have through us so that we begin to grasp how amazing the grace we 
have received really is so that we will adjust our expectations accordingly.  God’s 
grace is no weak, tame thing; it absolutely transforms people (even “glorifies” people).  

In the context of Isaiah 55, I would remind you that this influence we might have is an 
expression of God’s grace.  The more grace we receive, the more influence we will 
have.  And there is nothing quite so satisfying as being used by God to influence others.  
We don’t urge you to reach out to others because you “have to” but because doing so is 
a natural expression of the grace we’ve received.  

Quite honestly, we have a big vision for how God might want to use us as a church - not 
because we think we’re anything special, but because God’s grace is so amazing.  
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God’s grace in our lives - especially corporately - overflows into the lives of others.  It’s 
the fruit, the byproduct, the overflow of the grace we’ve received.  If reaching out to 
others seems like a burdensome obligation to you, it may simply be that you aren’t 
receiving enough grace.  

Conclusion.

My encouragement to you - especially if you feel like you’ve lost your spiritual passion - 
is to come to God thirsty and empty-handed.  You may or may not be able to articulate 
what you need from God (what specific type of grace).  That’s fine; you don’t have to 
figure everything out, you mainly need to come to Him.  Perhaps you could read this 
passage several times this week as a way of “inclining your ear” and paying attention to 
the type of grace God might give you.  Over time, God can restore your spiritual 
passion.  The more grace you receive from God, the more grace you’ll want to give to 
others and the more influence you’ll have in the lives of others.  

I invite you to pray along with me as I express some of the thoughts and aspirations 
found in this passage.

Heavenly Father, I come to you this morning empty-handed.  I bring you nothing 
but myself.  I ask for nothing but grace.  

And I come thirsty for the things that only You can offer.  I’ve drunk deeply of this 
world, and I’ve been left empty.  I admit that I’ve run far from You, chasing things 
that seem exciting, but things that leave me unsatisfied.  I admit that I’ve not 
believed that You are as good and as generous as You say You are.  

And so I come to You asking for grace.  I pray that the Holy Spirit Himself would 
fill me full to overflowing.  

Keep me attentive to Your voice, listening day by day to what You would say to 
me, what You would whisper in my ear.  Give me faith to believe that Your grace 
is available to me and sufficient for me.  

And I ask that I would experience so much grace that it would overflow into the 
lives of others.  Show off Your glory through me.  I pray that many would see You 
in me, that many would want the same grace that I’ve experienced.

All of this is possible because Your Son, Jesus Christ, died and rose again on my 
behalf.  In Him I have life and peace.  In His name I pray.  Amen.
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