
The Meaning of Isaiah 55:3
 

The Apostle Paul quoted Isaiah 55:3b in his sermon at Antioch in Pisidia to 
show that the resurrection of the Lord was prophesied in the Old Testament 
(Acts 13:34). However, Isaiah 55:3b does not seem to say anything about the 
resurrection! But since the apostle is obviously right, could we explain how the 
verse does in fact point to the resurrection of the Lord?

Acts 13:34 reads, “And as concerning that [or on the fact that] he raised him 
up from the dead, now no more to return to corruption, he said on this wise, I 
will give you the sure mercies of David.”

There is no doubt that the apostle Paul was citing Isaiah 53:3, which reads, 
“Incline your ear, and come unto me: hear, and your soul shall live; and I will 
make an everlasting covenant with you, even the sure mercies of David.”

To understand how this verse is prophetic of the resurrection of the Lord, we 
need to look first at the context in which this verse is found in the Book of 
Isaiah.

Isaiah 55 belongs to a section in the Book of Isaiah that deals with the work 
of the Lord’s Servant (Christ). This section begins at Isaiah 52:13 and 
concludes at Isaiah 56:8. Most of us are familiar with Isaiah 52:13-53:12, for 
this is where the suffering of the Lord Jesus Christ on the Cross, is described. 
This is followed, in Isaiah 54, by a prophetic description of the far-reaching 
effects of the work of Christ. And finally, in Isaiah 55, the Gospel call to 
salvation in Christ is proclaimed.

Now, intuitively, the Gospel call would be meaningless if the work of Christ 
were to climax at the Lord’s suffering and death. What “sure mercies” could 
have been hoped for in a dead Messiah, if He continued in death? It is 
reasonable therefore to argue that the prophet must have something more 
profound in mind when he wrote Isaiah 55:3b, “And I will make an everlasting 
covenant with you, even the sure (made firm) mercies of David.”

Bearing this in mind, let us nevertheless, ask: What does the phrase “the sure 
mercies of David” mean?

Well, first of all, the phrase must not be understood as referring to blessing 
that will be poured out by King David. King David was a mere man. It must be 
understood, rather, in the objective genitive sense, i.e. the “sure mercies” are 
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the results of God’s grace “being poured out on David as a recipient of the 
unfolding promise of God.”

Secondly, Bible scholars are generally agreed that this phrase refers to the 
Davidic covenant. One scholar writes,

This is not merely a pious term for some other kind of bliss, but has a very 
definite historical and prophetic meaning. What is meant here are the 
covenant promises made at the inauguration of the Davidic covenant as 
recorded in 2 Samuel 7:12-17; 23:5; Psalm 89:1-4 and Psalm 110. The Lord 
promises here to fulfill the Davidic covenant and its firm promises of salvation 
in the way of obedience.

The meaning of Isaiah 55:3b then, is that God will, without fail, fulfil the 
promises of mercies He had made to David, which includes the promise that 
his greater Son, Christ, will sit on his throne forever (cf. 2 Samuel 7:12-17; 
Psalm 110:12; 89:35-37). But for this to be fulfilled, it is necessary that Christ 
must be raised from the dead.

We conclude then, that although Isaiah 55:3b by itself does not directly refer 
to the resurrection of Christ, the apostle Paul, under the inspiration of God in 
Acts 13:34, sees it as referring to the larger aspect of the Davidic covenant 
that must include the reality of the resurrection of Christ. Meyer puts it aptly:

...in this very Messianic nature of the promise, Paul had reason and 
right to recognize the condition of its fulfillment in the eternal 
remaining-alive of the risen Christ, and accordingly to understand 
the passage as a prophetic promise of this eternal remaining-alive; 
because through a Messiah liable to death, and accordingly to 
corruption, those holy possessions of David, seeing they are to be 
“sure mercies”, could not be conferred; for that purpose His life and 
His government, as the fulfiller of the promises, must be eternal. As 
surely as God, according to this prophetic assurance, must bestow 
the “sure mercies of David,” so surely Christ, through whom they are 
bestowed, cannot again die.

The reality of the resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ is a very important 
doctrine. The manner in which the inspired apostle uses Isaiah 55:3b to 
explain this doctrine is particularly enlightening. While, it is not possible to 
explain and expound the verse fully in this short article, we cannot fail to see 
how Isaiah 55:3b makes sense only when we realise that the resurrection of 
the Lord Jesus Christ is a prophetic reality in the Old Testament Scriptures. 
And not only so, but when we begin to interpret the verse in the light of its 
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immediate context as well as in the larger context of the Davidic Covenant, we 
cannot fail to see that the verse is proof that the Lord Jesus Christ would rise 
from the dead.
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