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What Does 'Woe to Those Who Call Evil Good and Good Evil' Mean? 
 
It seems that, over time, our society has reached a conclusion: There is no right or 
wrong, good or evil. Truth is based on one’s own opinions and preferences, and it can be 
adapted according to certain situations. But those of us in Christ know that, without 
placing our faith in the absolute truth of the gospel, we will not have a solid foundation 
on which to stand. As long as our principles are rooted and grounded in God’s Word, we 
are saved from potential destruction that can be reaped from sinful lifestyles. So how 
can we keep our principles and values from slowly morphing into that of the world’s? 
And what did the prophet mean in Isaiah 5:20 when he wrote: “Woe to those who call 
evil good and good evil”? 
 
What Is the Context of Isaiah 5:20? 
 
In this chapter, the prophet Isaiah is providing a warning for the inhabitants of Judah 
and Jerusalem for their sinful behavior during this time—specifically concerning their 
drunken indulgence. This was an evil that had spread rampant during that time, and 
this lifestyle was common due to a lack of both respect and fear toward God. 
 
Since these people did not seem to live with a conscience, they did not believe that their 
sinful acts were evil. Their minds were so influenced by the controller of this world 
(Satan) that their perspective had become skewed, causing them to create unbiblical 
standards. These principles were so watered down that, not only did they neglect to 
recognize their sinful actions, but they actually viewed their behavior as good. 
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Doesn’t sound too far off from the times we’re living in now, don’t you think? 

 
Let’s take a look at the verse that comes before verse 20 (Isaiah 5:19): 
 
“They even mock God and say, Hurry up and do something! We want to see what you can 
do. Let the Holy One of Israel carry out his plan, for we want to know what it is.’” 
 
Can you sense the mockery tone in that passage? Even the way in which they addressed 
God as “Holy One of Israel” seems to have come from a sarcastic attitude. They 
continued to indulge in sin while mocking Isaiah’s prophecies—similar to the way the 
world continues to mock Scripture and the church today. 
 
Verse 20 (in the NLT version) goes on to say: 
 
“What sorrow for those who say that evil is good and good is evil, that dark is light and 
light is dark, that bitter is sweet and sweet is bitter.” 
 
Sinners often believe they are living a life of freedom. But those of us in Christ should 
know the truth: It is only by abiding by God’s Word that we can find true freedom. If we 
adapt our morals and standards according to Scripture and walk in obedience to Christ, 
then we save ourselves from the “sorrow” that Isaiah prophesied about in this passage. 
 
Furthermore, the symbols of “dark” and “light” are used consistently throughout 
Scripture to illustrate the contrasting differences between good and evil. In fact, Psalm 
119:105 reminds us that the Bible is the “lamp to guide my feet and a light for my path.” 
If we neglect to use Scripture as our guide, then we will be like those mentioned 
in Proverbs 4:19: “The way of the wicked is like darkness; They do not know over what 
they stumble.” 
 
It is only through using the Bible as our guide that we will walk the paths that we were 
meant to walk. 
 
Why Should Christians Heed the Warning of This Verse? 
 
In Christ, we are redeemed by His blood—yet this does not mean that we are immune to 
temptations. We are, after all, living in a world that is controlled by the enemy (see John 
14:30). We must study Scripture diligently; otherwise, we may become like Adam and 
Eve when they were presented with a trap from the serpent. According to Genesis 2:3, 
he tempted them with this question: “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any 
tree in the garden?’” 
 
In Eve’s eyes, the fruit looked good. Harmless, even. 
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And yet God had declared it to be wrong. 
 
Satan still uses the same tricks and traps on mankind today. He begins by planting in 
our minds that sly question: “God didn’t really say that’s bad, did he?” He causes us to 
question Scripture and its authority in distinguishing evil from good. 
 
Although, nowadays, this question sounds a lot like this: “God didn’t really mean for 
those Scriptures to apply for us today, did He?” 
 
If we give in to the world’s influence of proclaiming evil as good and good as evil, we 
will enter a downward spiral of twisting the gospel, watering down its truth, mixing 
black with white, and ultimately living a life that is a far cry from the one God intends 
for us. We will then become a lukewarm Christian, as mentioned in Revelation 3:16: 
 
“But since you are like lukewarm water, neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of my 
mouth!” 
 
The enemy’s goal, since the beginning of time, has been to blind eyes so that people will 
follow him rather than God. His desires and goals will always be in complete opposition 
of God’s. So it’s no wonder that he leads people into believing that good is evil and evil is 
good! He leads people into loving the darkness instead of the light (see John 3:20). 
 
2 Corinthians 4:4 shows us that the enemy does this intentionally: “Satan, who is the god 
of this world, has blinded the minds of those who don’t believe. They are unable to see the 
glorious light of the Good News. They don’t understand this message about the glory of 
Christ, who is the exact likeness of God.” 
 
You may argue, “I don’t need to worry about being blinded by the enemy since I am a 
new creation in Christ.” Keep in mind, though, that it is still possible for those who 
profess to be Christians to live in darkness as well: 
 
1 John 1:6 says, “So we are lying if we say we have fellowship with God but go on living in 
spiritual darkness; we are not practicing the truth.” 
 
And it’s possible for this darkness to blind us:  
 
1 John 2:11: “But anyone who hates a fellow believer is still living and walking in 
darkness. Such a person does not know the way to go, having been blinded by the 
darkness.” 
 
So how can we adhere to the warning addressed in Isaiah 5:20? By abiding by God’s 
Word. Then we will build a solid foundation, just like the person in this parable: 
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“Anyone who listens to my teaching and follows it is wise, like a person who builds a house 
on solid rock. Though the rain comes in torrents and the floodwaters rise and the winds 
beat against that house, it won’t collapse because it is built on bedrock” Matthew 7:24-25. 
 
Should We Avoid the Company of Those Who Call Evil Good? 
 
It’s quite an impossible feat to avoid the company of those who call evil good and good 
evil. After all, we live in an ever-decaying world that continues to grow darker and more 
evil. Yes, Scripture does warn against becoming “best friends with dark” in 2 
Corinthians 6:14. But this doesn’t mean we should hide ourselves in a corner, keeping 
the light of God’s love from shining into the lives of those who need it. We are still called 
to be “like a city on a hilltop that cannot be hidden,” according to Matthew 5:14. 
 
So the question isn’t so much “Who should I avoid hanging out with?” as it is “Are my 
cultural ideas, philosophies, standards, and morals mirroring the world’s or God’s 
Word?” 
 
Our foundation of faith should be so solid that we refuse to water down our biblical 
values in order to fit in or please others. How can we build this solid foundation? 
 
It begins by knowing the Bible inside and out; that way, we can easily discern when the 
enemy is attempting to deceive us through the company of others, as well as in media, 
movies, TV shows, literature, and politics. Our minds must be influenced more by the 
Word rather than the world, as addressed in Romans 12:2: 
 
“Don’t copy the behavior and customs of this world, but let God transform you into a new 
person by changing the way you think. Then you will learn to know God’s will for you, 
which is good and pleasing and perfect.” 
 
We can also prepare for battle daily by putting on the full armor of God to “stand firm 
against all strategies of the devil” (Ephesians 2:10) and prepare to fight against the “evil 
rulers and authorities of the unseen world, against mighty powers in this dark world” 
(Ephesians 2:12). We need to “Put on the salvation as your helmet, and take the sword of 
the Spirit, which is the word of God” (Ephesians 2:17). 
 
If we do this, we can then judge every cultural idea we are presented with against the 
standard of God’s authoritative Truth. The helmet of salvation will protect our minds 
from becoming brainwashed by the world’s deception and falling into their behavior of 
calling good evil and evil good. 
 
Through Christ, we can resist our fleshly temptations. We can be more influenced by 
the Holy Spirit rather than the spirit of the world, as addressed in Ephesians 2:2: “You 

https://www.biblestudytools.com/matthew/passage/?q=matthew+7:24-25
https://www.crosswalk.com/faith/spiritual-life/why-does-god-allow-evil.html
https://www.crosswalk.com/faith/spiritual-life/why-does-god-allow-evil.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/2-corinthians/6-14.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/2-corinthians/6-14.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/matthew/5-14.html
https://www.crosswalk.com/blogs/eternal-souls/who-do-you-trust-more-the-media-or-the-bible.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/romans/12-2.html
https://www.crosswalk.com/faith/spiritual-life/how-to-prepare-for-battle-the-key-to-defeating-satan-and-his-lies.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/ephesians/2-10.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/ephesians/2-12.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/ephesians/2-17.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/bible-study/topical-studies/who-is-the-holy-spirit-5-things-you-need-to-know.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/ephesians/2-2.html


used to live in sin, just like the rest of the world, obeying the devil—the commander of the 
powers in the unseen world. He is the spirit at work in the hearts of those who refuse to 
obey God.” 
 
So let us not become numb to the many ways in which our society has violated the 
standards of God’s Word. And when we are tempted to believe, along with the world, 
that biblical principles are outdated and old-fashioned, let’s remind ourselves that “the 
Word of the Lord stands forever” (1 Peter 1:25). It doesn’t change in order to appease 
our fleshly desires or cultural norms. 
 
No, this doesn’t mean we are doomed to live in bondage. Quite the opposite, 
actually! We have been set free from becoming a servant to our flesh. We no longer need 
to be a servant to our own needs, desires, and feelings—a lifestyle that is so prevalent in 
our society today, but one that is empty and will ultimately result in death and 
destruction (see Romans 6:21). 
 
Instead, we are set free! We “have been set free from sin and have become slaves to 
righteousness” (Romans 6:18). 
 
It isn’t bondage to live by God’s Truth. It is a privilege. 
 
It is a privilege to have God’s unchanging Word to serve as our light, our guide, as we 
walk through life. 
 
It is a privilege to have a standard by which we can base our morals and values, because 
it is only in following God’s ways that we can remain in the center of His will and live a 
fulfilled and eternally prosperous life. 
 
It is a privilege to know the difference between right and wrong, to be protected from 
potential harm. 
 
It is a privilege that we do not need to receive the sorrow that Isaiah warned about 
in Isaiah 5:20—the fate of those who continue to live in darkness. 
 
And it is a privilege to be a slave to righteousness, because we know that “the wages of 
sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 6:23, 
emphasis mine). 
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