
Isaiah 35:3 The Ministry of Strengthening and Confirming  Indpls. 11/23/08 AM 1

Isaiah 35:1-10
The Duty and Ministry of Strengthening and Confirming
Strengthen ye the weak hands, and confirm the feeble knees – v. 3

Where hands are weak and knees are feeble spiritual progress in the believer’s life
becomes impossible. The Christian life, you see, is compared to a fight – but how can a
man fight who can’t even lift up his hands? Can you picture two men in a boxing ring with
only one man able to lift his hands to defend himself? The outcome of such a contest is
inevitable – the man who can’t lift his hands will be dealt a knockout blow.

Then again the Christian life is compared to a race that we run but how can a man run
whose knees are so feeble that he can barely stand? And by joining the emblems together
you can picture a man that can neither lift his hands or can barely stand on his feet – his
hands are weak and his knees are feeble and he’s about to drop. What a picture of helpless
vulnerability. Here is a Christian, indeed, who is in need of help.

And would you notice from the text that the command is given to Christians who are
able. Strengthen ye the weak hands, and confirm the feeble knees our text reads. The
implication is that there are those whose hands are sufficiently strong and whose knees are
sturdy. A duty or a ministry is committed to them. They must be the ones to strengthen the
weak hands and confirm the weak knees.

I think the New Testament counterpart could be found in the words of Paul to the
Galatians – ye which are spiritual, restore such an one. And in the next verse we’re told
Bear ye one another’s burdens and so fulfil the law of Christ. By letting the picture of our
text in Isaiah, a picture of helpless vulnerability, impress upon you the greatness of your
own need or the needs of other Christians, this ought to be a text that we all take to heart.
How much more so when you reflect on your own experience. Have you ever been weak
in your hands and feeble in your knees? Have you ever found yourself in such a position of
discouragement and despondency that you became completely dependent on others to
strengthen your hands and confirm your knees? If you have then you shouldn’t need much
persuasion that this is also a ministry you need to bear at such times when you are strong.

Mutual dependency, you see, has always been the way the body of Christ was meant to
function. This smacks hard at our pride some times especially in such a culture as ours
where independence is valued so highly. There is no such thing in the kingdom of Christ,
however, as an independent subject, or an independent family. We need other believers
and we need other families to strengthen and confirm us.

We read of Paul’s second missionary journey that he went through Syria and Cilicia,
confirming the churches. And this ministry was not conducted by Paul as an individual.
Silas accompanied Paul in that ministry. It isn’t often that you read of Paul as an individual
accomplishing individual feats. He was not an independent. He needed the ministry of the
brethren as well. It was no accident that when the Lord sent forth His disciples He sent
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them out two by two. He did this, no doubt, so His servants could uphold and strengthen
and confirm one another.

Mutual dependency and mutual ministry is the way, then, that the body of Christ
functions. When Paul contemplated going to Rome he said to the Christians there that he
had a desire to impart to them some spiritual gift to the end that they might be established
but then, knowing as he did this concept of mutual ministry, he goes on to say in the next
verse That is, that I may be comforted together with you by the mutual faith both of you
and me (Rom. 1:12). I will minister to you and you will minister to me – that’s Paul’s idea
about going to Rome.

It is in this context of mutual ministry and mutual dependency that we must consider the
words of our text this morning:

Strengthen ye the weak hands, and confirm the feeble knees

In order to take on this ministry as well as be benefited by such a ministry I would have
you see from an analysis of the text in it’s context that if we are to strengthen the weak
hands and confirm the feeble knees:

I. We Must Diagnose the Condition Described in the Text
What does it mean in the spiritual realm to have weak hands and feeble knees? When

Eliphaz begins to counsel Job he says to him in Job 4:3-5 Behold, thou hast instructed
many, and thou hast strengthened the weak hands. Thy words have upholden him that was
falling, and thou hast strengthened the feeble knees. But now it is come upon thee, and
thou faintest; it toucheth thee, and thou art troubled.

What had come upon Job? You know the story – Job was subjected to a severe time of
testing. He had lost everything and was brought very low by God. The meaning of the
word faint in v. 5 is to be weary and impatient, grieved and even offended. So we’re
dealing with a condition in which a man is on the brink of losing out with God altogether.
The New Testament usage of our text represents such a setting as well.

The author of Hebrews makes reference to our text in Isaiah when he writes in 12:11-13:
Now no chastening for the present seemeth to be joyous, but grievous: nevertheless
afterward it yieldeth the peaceable fruit of righteousness unto them which are exercised
thereby. Wherefore lift up the hands which hang down, and the feeble knees; And make
straight paths for your feet, lest that which is lame be turned out of the way; but let it
rather be healed.

And if you know remember the setting for the writing of the epistle to the Hebrews then
you’ll recall that this epistle was written to those who were being sorely oppressed by their
Jewish kindred. The pressure upon them was immense to give up the way of Christ in
order to return to the old way of hypocrisy and self-righteousness and apostasy. It was a
time when the Jewish Christians had become weak and feeble and were on the brink of
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being turned out of the way of Christ. You begin to see, then, what kind of condition we’re
dealing with. We’re dealing with a spiritual condition of deep discouragement and
despondency – such a weakness that brings a man to the brink of throwing in the towel, as
it were.

Like the Psalmist, such a man’s faith has become so weak and his impatience has
become so strong that he’s able to complain as the Psalmist does in Ps. 77:7-9: Will the
Lord cast off for ever? and will he be favorable no more? Is his mercy clean gone for
ever? doth his promise fail for evermore? Hath God forgotten to be gracious? hath he in
anger shut up his tender mercies? Such are the complaints of one whose hands hang down
and his knees become feeble.

To become weak in our hands, you see, is tantamount to becoming weak in our praying.
Praying is often depicted through a lifting up of our hands to God. Hear the voice of my
supplications, when I cry unto thee, when I lift up my hands toward thy holy oracle the
Psalmist pleads in Ps 28:2.

A very specific kind of praying is depicted by the lifting of our hands in Lamentations 2
– a specific target in our praying which pertains to our children. So we read in La 2:19
Arise, cry out in the night: in the beginning of the watches pour out thine heart like water
before the face of the Lord: lift up thy hands toward him for the life of thy young children,
that faint for hunger in the top of every street.

The same figure can apply to our obedience to God’s commandments. So we read in Ps
119:48 My hands also will I lift up unto thy commandments, which I have loved; and I will
meditate in thy statutes.

You begin to see what a desperate condition we’re dealing with then. When a man’s
hands hang down he’s lost out in the place of prayer and he’s lost out in his zeal to obey
and follow the Lord. He fights the temptation to conclude that it’s a vain thing to serve the
Savior because circumstances seem so bent against him.

Add to this picture the other emblem in our text – the feeble knees. The most obvious
example of feeble knees is found in that Babylonian king, Belshazzar. When he beheld the
writing of a man’s hand announcing his doom we read in Daniel 5:6 Then the king’s
countenance was changed, and his thoughts troubled him, so that the joints of his loins
were loosed, and his knees smote one against another.

Weak knees, you could say, become symptomatic of fear. We can understand the fright
of a pagan ruler whose arrogance has gotten the best of him – but this is not suppose to be
the case with Christians. And yet how often a dark cloud of gloom and doom hovers over
him and presses him down with the weight of despair.

What a terrible and dreadful condition we’re now dealing with. When hands are weak
and knees are feeble a Christian has lost out with God. Fear has displaced faith and a spirit
of anguish has displaced a spirit of prayer and supplication. The devil has his way in
keeping such a Christian heavy laden with the bondage of discontentment. It goes without
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saying that a Christian in this condition is unfit to serve His Redeemer. Anything he would
even attempt to say for God is best left unsaid for his words would only be nullified by the
obvious message of his countenance which is that he’s down in the dumps and gripped
with despair.

We see, then, something of this awful condition. Would you think with me next that if
we’re to strengthen the weak hands and confirm the feeble knees:

II. We Must Understand the Causes of this Condition
Verse 4 gives us a clue as to what one of the causes are that leads to this condition.

Notice that the command is given to say to them that are of a fearful heart. Underscore
that phrase fearful heart. A fearful heart contributes as much as anything to weak hands
and feeble knees.

I cited king Belshazzar a moment ago as an example of one whose fright led to the joints
of his loins being loosened so his knees knocked together. That pagan ruler had good cause
to be afraid. But why is it that the people of God become subject to fearful hearts?

The spiritual climate in which we live is certainly a contributing factor. This chapter in
Isaiah looks forward to such a time when the wilderness and solitary place will be glad for
them (v. 1) and the desert shall rejoice and blossom as the rose (v. 1). A few verses later
the prophecy anticipates the parched ground becoming a pool (v. 7) and the thirsty land
springs of water.

In the meantime, however, the wilderness and solitary place remain just that and the
parched ground and thirsty land indicates times when the showers of blessing have been
absent for a prolonged period of time and the Lord seems afar off. And when the land is
parched, spiritually speaking, it means that it is also a time when sin abounds.

The gospel is ridiculed and the people of God bear the reproach of seeming like a small
minority of superstitious misfits who (to use the phrase of our president-elect) cling to
their guns and religion. It seems, under such circumstances, that the gates of hell are
prevailing against the church and the only way the church is built at all is through the
worldly compromises of those whose Arminian theology allows for church to become an
entertainment center and for the gospel to be packaged in such a way as to make it more
palatable to sinners.

It seems that the counsels of kings and rulers to break away the Lord’s bands and cast
away his cords will prevail and when the efforts and strength of the ungodly are weighed
against the meager progress of the Lord’s people to stem the flood tide of iniquity and
have an impact in this sinful world then the heart of the believer becomes discouraged and
when we add to these factors the implications that the state of the world has for our
children, given it’s current state and direction, then the discouraged heart also becomes a
fearful heart.

The state of the world, then, is a major contributing cause to weak hands and feeble
knees. And the longer the spiritual drought continues the weaker we feel. The longer the
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waiting time seems, then the easier it becomes for hands lifted in prayer to become heavy
and for knees to become feeble.

If I may borrow from the example of Job again I would add that unfavorable providences
also contribute to the condition depicted by weak hands and feeble knees. Job’s example
brings the issue to a very personal level. We’re not now dealing with the discouraging
things of this world that are “out there” so to speak but now we’re dealing with God’s own
treatment of us on a personal and individual level. Doesn’t God know or care that you
desire to serve Him? Why does He order His providential dealings in your life in such a
way that it seems nearly impossible to serve Him? I’m willing to do so much but He
doesn’t see fit to allow me to do much of anything.

Little do we realize that it’s our own sense of our nothingness that serves as our greatest
qualification for service. When I am weak, then am I strong Paul tells us. And God’s
dealings with us are often designed to show us just that. We’re tempted at times to think
that it’s the extent of our knowledge or the extent of our great ability to communicate or
it’s the greatness of our sympathy for others that qualifies us to serve Christ. Or it’s the
strength of my willingness to serve when in fact it is only when we decrease enough that
Christ will at last increase. I have come to believe with increasing conviction that it’s when
we regard Christian service as a privilege granted entirely by grace that we’ll begin to be
more fruitful in our service to Christ.

In the process of His chastisements we, like Job, feel ourselves fainting. There is truth
behind the words of Eliphaz Thy words have upholden him that was falling, and thou hast
strengthened the feeble knees. But now it is come upon thee, and thou faintest; it toucheth
thee, and thou art troubled (Job 4:4,5).

These are but a couple of the causes, then, that lead to weak hands and feeble knees – the
state of the world and God’s seeming unfavorable providences. It remains for us to
consider that if we would strengthen the hands that are weak and confirm the feeble knees:

III. We Must Apply the Remedy for the Condition
The simplicity of the remedy is such that it makes it easy to overlook. I believe this is

often the case when it comes to our trials and challenges. We seem to find it difficult to
condescend to simplicity.

Would you notice, therefore, what the command of our text calls on us to do and how it
instructs us on how to do it. We are commanded to strengthen the hands that are weak and
confirm the feeble knees. That’s well and good and easy enough to understand but how do
we accomplish such a task? How do we impart strength to one who is greatly discouraged?
How do we hold up one who doesn’t have the strength to stand?

Notice the “how to” instructions that are given to us in Isa 35:4 Say to them [that are] of
a fearful heart, Be strong, fear not: behold, your God will come [with] vengeance, [even]
God [with] a recompence; he will come and save you.
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Do you see how the ministry of strengthening and confirming is accomplished by what
we say? Say to them the text says. On the surface of it this instruction would seem to
nullify any kind of effective ministry. Say to them the verse reads. But don’t we know how
empty and ineffective mere words can be? What can we possibly say to one who can’t lift
his hands because of his weakness? How do we communicate to one who is in such depths
of despair that his knees are about to buckle? Our instructions are clear. Our
communication to the ones who are weak and discouraged must serve the purpose of
pointing them to Christ.

Behold, your God will come with vengeance, even God with a recompence; he will come
and save you. Now if these are empty words that have no real substance behind them then
they will be ineffective. What hollow comfort and encouragement comes from those of the
world who can do no better than to say in effect – there, there, everything will be alright. I
just know it. The comfort of such a saying is hollow because the one saying it has nothing
more than a wish behind his words – a wish with no substantive assurance.

When we point a weak and discouraged brother, however, to Christ we are not merely
expressing a desire with no substance or assurance behind it. From our vantage point we
are able to look back and see that this word has come to pass. Christ has come. And He
came with a recompence – even the reward of His righteousness. And He has taken
vengeance against our sins by the shedding of His blood and He has saved us.

Was it not in the days of Christ that the eyes of the blind were opened and ears of the
deaf were unstopped? Was it not in the days following His ascension that we read in Acts
3 of a man who was lame from his birth being lifted to his feet by Peter so that he leaping
up stood, and walked, and entered with them into the temple, walking, and leaping, and
praising God (Acts 3:8).

And based on what Christ has accomplished already we are able as well to say with
confidence what Christ will yet do. So that we may affirm with assurance that the
wilderness and the solitary place shall be glad and the desert shall rejoice and blossom as a
rose (v. 1). And not merely blossom – but blossom abundantly (v. 2) and rejoice even with
joy and singing. The parched ground shall become a pool (v. 7) and the thirsty land springs
of water.

Are these empty words that we’re told to communicate to each other? Are these sayings
simply the religious version of the worldling’s expression – there, there, everything will be
alright? Or do these words come to us with Divine authority as promises from God
Himself – promises that have been ratified by the blood of Christ whose blood is the blood
of the everlasting covenant?

We have the vantage point of having seen these words fulfilled not only in the time of
Christ but throughout the course of church history. The history of the church is a history of
spiritual wildernesses and solitary places becoming places of abundant water and places
where impossible things happen. Roses blossoming in the desert? Who has heard of such a
thing? It’s an emblem of God accomplishing the impossible.
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Here then is what every weak and weary believer needs to impart strength to his soul. He
needs the vision of what Christ has done in order to regain the vision of what Christ will
yet do. And if you find yourself today in that spiritual wilderness and solitary place you
should learn to expect that God has brought you there in order to magnify the glory of His
grace all the more.

Wasn’t this Job’s experience? The time of his testing was long and the pain of his testing
went deep but in the end God drew near to him. Here was a man who began his trial on a
high spiritual level and then was deeply humbled in order that God might raise him higher
still. How much more was Job fit to magnify God’s grace as a result of God’s dealings
with him?

And so I would say this morning to those who are weak and whose knees are feeble – to
those who are fearful of heart and their minds and hearts are perplexed about so many
things – Be strong and fear not. Behold, your God will come with vengeance. He who has
already come to take vengeance on your sins in the person of His Son will also come to
stand by you and vindicate you in all that you endeavor to do for Him.

Catch the vision of what He’s done already and let that vision convince you of what He
will yet do in you and through you. It will be through His servants, you see, that he’ll bring
the roses to bloom abundantly in the desert. It will be through you and through me that the
parched ground shall become a pool and the thirsty land springs of water.

May you be enabled by His Spirit and through His word to draw from those springs of
water this morning. May you find yourself enabled, based on your affectionate meditation
on His sufferings for you, to leap as an hart (v. 6) in your service to Christ. What a
blessing and what a promise is given to us in the very last verse of the chapter:

Isa 35:10 And the ransomed of the LORD shall return, and come to Zion with songs and
everlasting joy upon their heads: they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and
sighing shall flee away.

My hope and prayer this morning is that sorrow and sighing shall flee from you today
and that you will obtain the joy and gladness that will enable you to return to Zion as one
of the ransomed from the Lord. And by gaining such renewal of strength you will be
enabled yourself to strengthen the weak hands of others and to confirm the feeble knees.


