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This unique Bible study series may be used by people who know nothing about the Bible, as well as by more knowledgeable Christians. Each person is nurtured and discipled in God’s Word, and many develop a personal relationship with Jesus Christ as they study.

Joy of Living is based on the idea that each person needs to open the Bible and let God speak to them by His Holy Spirit, applying the Scripture’s message to their needs and opportunities, their family, church, job, community, and the world at large.

Only a Bible is needed for this study series. While commentaries may be helpful, it is not recommended that people consult them as they work through the daily study questions. It is most important to allow the Holy Spirit to lead them through the Bible passage and apply it to their hearts and lives. If desired, additional commentaries may be consulted after answering the questions on a particular passage.

The first lesson of a series includes an introduction to the study, plus the first week’s daily study questions. Some questions are simple, and some are deeper for those who are more advanced.
 The individual works through the Bible passages each day, praying and asking God’s guidance in applying the truth to their own life. (The next lesson will contain the commentary on the Bible passage being covered in the study questions.)

To Use in a Group Setting: 

After the daily personal study of the passage has been completed, the class gathers in a small group, where they pray together and discuss what they have written in response to the questions about the passage, clarifying problem areas and getting more insight into the passage. The small group/discussion leader helps the group focus on biblical truth, and not just on personal problems. The student is the only person who sees their own answers and shares only what they feel comfortable sharing.

After small groups meet for discussion and prayer, they often gather in a large group meeting where a teacher gives a brief lecture covering the essential teaching of the Bible passage that was studied during the prior week and discussed in the small groups. The teacher may clarify the passage and challenge class members to live a more committed daily life.

At home, the student begins the next lesson, which contains commentary notes on the prior week’s passage and questions on a new Scripture passage.

Do You KNOW You Have Eternal Life?
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Your condition…

For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. (Romans 3:23)

But your iniquities (sins) have separated you from your God. (Isaiah 59:2)

For the wages of sin is death. (Romans 6:23)

There is help…

For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. (1 Peter 3:18)

The gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Romans 6:23)

What do I do?…

Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out. (Acts 3:19)

Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved. (Acts 16:31)

You CAN know…

He who has the Son has life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have life. I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know that you have eternal life. (1 John 5:12-13)

If you would like to make the decision today to repent and trust Christ as your Savior, either for the first time or as a re-commitment of your life, you may want to pray a prayer similar to this one:

Lord Jesus, I admit that I am a sinner. Please forgive my sins. Thank You for dying on the cross for me, and for coming alive again. I accept Your gifts of forgiveness and eternal life. I place my life in Your hands. I want to be Yours forever. Thank you for loving me so much. In Your Name I pray. Amen.

Isaiah Lesson 1
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Introduction

Welcome to a challenging Bible study of the book of Isaiah. As you go into this study may your prayer be that of the psalmist who said, “Open my eyes to see the wonderful truths in your law” (Psalm 119:18, NLT).

Have you ever considered what life would be like if you did not have a Bible or if God had never spoken through His Word? What if we could learn to know God only from His creation around us? What a blessing that He did speak and that His Word has been preserved for us through the ages.

The Bible says, “In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways” (Hebrews 1:1). Isaiah is one of the prophets through whom God spoke. Hebrews 1:2-3 goes on to say that now God has spoken to us by His Son. God’s message comes by Jesus Christ, both by what He teaches and by who He is. That message is a stronger and far more inclusive word than God ever spoke through the prophets. There is more! Through the redemptive work of Jesus Christ all believers have the Holy Spirit dwelling within (see John 14:17), and He will “guide you into all truth” (John 16:13). As you begin each lesson, ask the Holy Spirit to open your heart and mind to hear God’s message to you.

Meet Isaiah

The little that is known about Isaiah is found in the book that bears his name, plus brief references in 1 and 2 Kings and 2 Chronicles. He was born around 765 b.c., about the middle of the eighth century. From Isaiah 1:1 we learn that the prophet was the son of Amoz (not to be confused with the prophet Amos). It is believed Isaiah lived in Jerusalem.

According to Jewish tradition Isaiah was a man of royal blood. From various references it is obvious Isaiah had easy access to the reigning kings— King Ahaz (see Isaiah 7:3) and King Hezekiah (see Isaiah 38:1). Isaiah also had a voice in the affairs of state and perhaps even held a position in the capital. It would appear he was a very busy man. Among his many talents he was a poet, a statesman, a reformer and an orator. He used his talents to record events of Uzziah’s reign (see 2 Chronicles 26:22) as well as important events of King Hezekiah’s accomplishments (see 2 Chronicles 32:32). The prophet’s eloquent, beautiful writing style is well known, and his education was the best in the land.

Isaiah was not only a prophet, he was married to a prophetess (see Isaiah 8:3). He had at least two sons, both of whom had symbolic names: Shear-Jashub, meaning “a remnant will return” (see Isaiah 7:3) and Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz meaning “quick to the plunder, swift to the spoil” (see Isaiah 8:1,3).1 The two names speak of the nation of Israel’s judgment and restoration, two important themes in Isaiah’s prophecy.

The prophet’s ministry extended through the reign of four kings of Judah (the southern kingdom of a divided Israel)— Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah— although he did not begin his work until almost the end of Uzziah’s reign (see Isaiah 1:1). Isaiah, considered to be one of the greatest theologians of all times, was definitely a man of great courage and deep faith. He confronted kings with the message of God even when public opinion was against him. Although his name means “the Lord saves” or “salvation of the Lord,” he also has been given nicknames that speak of his character and work, such as “the evangelical prophet” and “St. Paul of the Old Testament.”

Isaiah was a man of integrity who despised sin and hypocrisy. You will soon discover his favorite name for the Lord was “the Holy One of Israel.” In pointing out the sins of Judah he said, “they have spurned the Holy One of Israel” (Isaiah 1:4). Isaiah was very patriotic and dearly loved the nation Israel and his people to whom he referred as “my people.” Sometimes he went to extreme measures to get them to listen and heed God’s warnings. According to Isaiah 20, Isaiah wore only a loin cloth for three years to dramatize the danger of Assyria’s victory over Egypt. He wanted his people to realize the danger Judah faced by depending on Egypt rather than on God for protection.

Isaiah’s extreme measure, of course, cannot begin to compare to God’s indescribable love for all sinners. Second Peter 3:9 says that God is not willing for any to perish. Our heavenly Father loves us far too much to leave us in our sin. As parents you know the heartache that comes when a child or a loved one is headed for trouble. You are ready to take drastic measures which experts call “tough love.”

This happened to my friends when their high school daughter “Kim” began dieting. Unfortunately, it soon became evident Kim had lost sight of reality. She was diagnosed as anorexic and was hospitalized. For several years Kim was in and out of treatment centers.

At age 18 Kim was again rushed to the hospital because she was dying. Despite the gravity of her illness she checked herself out as soon as she was able. It was then her parents started procedures to obtain a court order to become guardian of her health, even though she was of legal age. Angered by her heartbroken parents’ actions, Kim accused them of cruelty. To explain why they needed to take this drastic step her father said, “Kim, we love you far too much to permit you to destroy yourself.”

The book of Isaiah presents some drastic actions God had to take because His children refused to listen, to repent and to return to Him.

A Prophet

The book of Isaiah is one of the prophetic books of the Bible, written by a prophet. Why a prophet? In Isaiah’s day the Bible, as a written book, had not been completed; thus, God spoke directly to His people through individuals chosen as His messengers.

As God’s spokesmen, prophets were called by God for this task. They were the evangelists of that day. Their duty was not only to tell of coming events, but to admonish and reprove, to condemn prevalent sins, to warn of coming judgments, to urge people to repent and turn to the living God. In view of the fact that prophets dealt with current moral and religious conditions, they were often the most unpopular people of their day.

Do not confuse a prophet with mystics such as fortune-tellers as we know them today. There is absolutely no comparison. Turn to Deuteronomy 18:18,19 for the biblical definition of a prophet. God, in speaking to Moses about the Israelites said, “I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their brothers; I will put my words in his mouth, and he will tell them everything I command him” (italics added). God also said if anyone failed to respond to the prophet He Himself would deal with erring listeners.

Isaiah was not the only prophetic voice in his day. His contemporaries were Amos, Hosea and Micah. God sent Amos to work in the northern kingdom of Israel. Hosea’s ministry was in Israel, beginning sometime before Isaiah began in Judah. The youngest was Micah, who also worked in Judah.

A prophet of the Israelites was highly honored because he had a sacred call from God. No man could apply for the job, neither could he obtain the position because his friends and family voted for him. Furthermore, no one could refuse God’s call to be a prophet. Jeremiah felt inadequate and wanted to be excused, but God told him he had been chosen before he was born (see Jeremiah 1:4-5). The job was for life. One could not quit or even retire with a pension!

False prophets were faced with tragic consequences: “But a prophet who presumes to speak in my name anything I [God] have not commanded him to say, or a prophet who speaks in the name of other gods, must be put to death” (Deuteronomy 18:20). There was to be no tampering with or changing God’s words.

How could people know whether a prophecy was from God or from a false prophet? Deuteronomy 18:22 says, “If what a prophet proclaims in the name of the Lord does not take place or come true, that is a message the Lord has not spoken.”

Dr. Henrietta C. Mears points out in her book What the Bible Is All About that, while Abraham and Moses were both referred to as prophets (see Genesis 20:7; Deuteronomy 18:18), the office of a prophet was not established until the time of Samuel (see Acts 3:24).

The Book of Isaiah

The theme of the book of Isaiah is salvation. God’s message to all is: “Turn to me and be saved, all you ends of the earth; for I am God, and there is no other” (Isaiah 45:22). It is a unique book, and in my research I found many beautiful accolades by well-known authors. In the foreword of Word Biblical Themes, Isaiah by John D. W. Watts, Dr. David A Hubbard said, “No other part of the Bible gives us so panoramic a view of God’s handiwork in Israel’s history… If Beethoven’s nine symphonies loom as landmarks on the horizon of classical music, Isaiah’s sixty-six chapters mark the apex of prophetic vision. Their music, their majesty, their mystery combine to inspire, challenge and intimidate the saints of God from the least to the greatest, from the most naive to the most profound.”

There is a striking similarity between the format of Isaiah and the entire Bible. Isaiah has sixty-six chapters, the Bible has sixty-six books. The Bible has two main divisions— thirty-nine books in the Old Testament and twenty-seven in the New. Isaiah also has two divisions with thirty-nine chapters in part one and twenty-seven chapters in part two.

You will be challenged by a study of Isaiah due to the importance of its message and the scope of its subject matter. The book contains history, poetry and law, but its primary subject is salvation and prophecy. These messages came to Isaiah from God in visions. God permitted the prophet to look into the distant future as He showed Isaiah what was going to happen to Judah and Jerusalem. Isaiah also spoke of local events in the near future. For example, when the king of Assyria frightened the people by surrounding Jerusalem, Isaiah prophesied that God would halt the Assyrians before they entered the city, which is exactly what He did (see Isaiah 37:33,34).

In his commentary The Prophet Isaiah, author H. A. Ironside admitted there are many things in Isaiah that are perhaps beyond our present comprehension. In fact, said Ironside, perhaps some of God’s words were beyond Isaiah’s understanding, yet the prophet wrote at God’s command. In view of the fact that the prophecy of Christ’s coming to earth as a baby, as well as His sufferings on the Cross, were penned more than 700 years before the events, this lack of comprehension by prophet and people is understandable. To us, however, the truth has been made amazingly clear through the four Gospels. Dr. Ironside also pointed out that events pertaining to Christ’s second coming will not be fully understood until the day of fulfillment.

Do not be discouraged, therefore, if you do not understand every truth fully. Even the scholars in their commentaries do not always fully agree.

It was Mark Twain who said, “Most people are bothered by those passages in Scripture which they cannot understand; but as for me, I always noticed that the passages in Scripture which troubled me most are those I do understand.” This is true of the book of Isaiah. There is much truth, however, that is a blessing, a challenge, a guide and a reason for praise.

Please do not be overwhelmed at the chapter assignments for each lesson. This is not a verse-by-verse study. Isaiah is unique in that often several chapters make up one sermon or one theme and must be treated as one unit to maintain continuity. If you do not have time to read all the assigned chapters, read as many as you can. The deeper you dig into this marvelous book the richer will be your spiritual experience. If possible use several different Bible versions as you study.

Historical Setting

To help you appreciate the prophet’s position and the task God had entrusted to him, we need to do a brief review of the Israelites and their whereabouts during the last half of the eighth century B.C. when Isaiah responded to God’s call.

Israel was a united kingdom under Saul, their first king, followed by kings David and Solomon. That kingdom was made up of twelve tribes descended from the twelve sons of Jacob (see Numbers 2; Joshua 13). After the death of King Solomon, however, ten tribes revolted as a result of high taxes and years of smoldering jealousy. These ten tribes became known as Israel, the northern kingdom, under the rule of King Jeroboam II (see 1 Kings 12:20-21). Under Jeroboam’s reign of forty-one years and just before Isaiah began his ministry, the northern kingdom experienced its greatest prosperity and expansion, but unfortunately the kingdom was rotten to the core. They were rapidly approaching God’s judgment.

The remaining two tribes became known as the tribe of Judah, the southern kingdom, under the reign of Rehoboam (see 1 Kings 12:21). Each of the kingdoms eventually had a series of kings, most of whom were evil to one degree or another. Depending upon the spiritual leadership of their kings— or lack of it— each kingdom either walked in obedience to the Lord or drifted far from Him.

God’s heart was saddened by the moral condition of His people each time they drifted into idolatry and sin. Again and again God raised up prophets to warn the people and call them to repentance. One example of such a warning is: “The LORD warned Israel and Judah through all his prophets and seers: ‘Turn from your evil ways. Observe my commands and decrees, in accordance with the entire Law that I commanded your fathers to obey and that I delivered to you through my servants the prophets’” (2 Kings 17:13).

The principal world power in Isaiah’s day was Assyria. Even Egypt, which had been very strong, became involved in a death struggle with the rising, aggressive Assyria. Why be concerned with these ancient powers? Because it will help you understand the political references in the book of Isaiah. In fact, during the prophet’s lifetime Israel was swallowed up by the mighty Assyrians. It fell to Isaiah’s lot to live in one of the most critical and turbulent periods of that day. The two small Israelite kingdoms, Israel and Judah, often at odds with each other, were caught up in the clash of stronger empires.

While salvation is the keynote theme of the book, Isaiah is also a prophecy of God’s coming judgment. This book is clearly an example of the truth that it is God, not man, who determines the course of history no matter what the circumstances of the day may suggest. Clever political moves and alliances may appear to be beneficial, but if these moves lead a nation away from its faith and trust in Almighty God, these activities are evil. Some of the kings of Judah made such political alliances; therefore, Isaiah courageously proclaimed that true peace and prosperity can only be experienced by the nation that is obedient to the will of God.

An Indictment

Isaiah 1:1 begins with the prophet identifying himself as one who had a vision “concerning Judah and Jerusalem.” We become aware that this message did not originate with the prophet but came by way of a vision from God, with Isaiah reporting what he “saw.”

The apostle Peter, in teaching about the amazing validity of the Scripture, said, “Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Peter 1:20,21). In the first verse of Isaiah we see an example of the verse in 2 Peter.

Isaiah’s message is directed to the people of Judah, the southern kingdom, and to Jerusalem, the capital. Chapter 1 describes a courtroom scene. God has summoned His people and He states the charges (see Isaiah 1:2-4). Despite all He had done, despite His blessings and the special privileges He had given them, the people rebelled against Him. Even the ox and donkey, says God, two domestic animals known for their stupidity and self-will, respond better to their owners than God’s people responded to Him.

According to Isaiah 1:4 the sin of which the people were accused was not a passing thing, but a habitual practice. They had broken a solemn national covenant God made with His people in the days of Moses. When Moses met God on Mount Sinai, the Lord clearly presented the conditions of the covenant. God said, “Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured possession” (Exodus 19:5). When Moses presented God’s covenant the people “all responded together, ‘We will do everything the Lord has said’” (Exodus 19:8).

The people of Isaiah’s day, however, had broken the covenant their forefathers made, and they had forsaken the Lord. God, as the “Holy One of Israel” pleads with them, “Why should you be beaten anymore? Why do you persist in rebellion?” (see Isaiah 1:4,5). Note the tone of concern and love throughout God’s accusation. From a human viewpoint the nation was doing well, but the worst thing about its habitual sinful state was that it was covered with a mask of spirituality. People were going through the motion of worship and observing all outward requirements, but their activities were not from the heart. God’s response to their meaningless practices are evident in His words, “Stop bringing meaningless offerings! Your incense is detestable to me” (Isaiah 1:13).

Charges and Results

God’s accusation against His people was specific. They were rebellious (Isaiah 1:2); they had rejected the Lord (Isaiah 1:4); they brought meaningless offerings and had turned sacred meetings into evil assemblies (Isaiah 1:13); they uttered hypocritical prayers with raised hands stained with blood (Isaiah 1:15), and more.

Despite the accusations, the Lord did not reject nor disown Judah, but her moral condition demanded discipline. Isaiah reminded the people that because of their sins and indifference to God’s message the country would eventually be destroyed. Even Jerusalem— described as “the Daughter of Zion”— is “like a hut in a field of melons, like a city under siege” (Isaiah 1:8). Only God’s great mercy would keep her from being overthrown like Sodom and Gomorrah (Isaiah 1:9; Genesis 19:24,25).

What does the prophet say is the answer for Judah? Repentance and returning to God as evidence of genuine faith in Him. There could be no doubt about what God wanted from the people: “Stop doing wrong, learn to do right!” (see Isaiah 1:16,17). Unless there is true repentance there can never be true fellowship with the Lord.

The late A.W. Tozer, a man frequently referred to as a “twentieth century prophet,” tells this true incident in his book The Root of Righteousness: When a state governor visited a prison in disguise, a young convict caught the official’s attention. The governor was impressed with the young man’s demeanor and felt that perhaps a pardon was possible.

In his attempt to pursue the matter further, the governor began a conversation with the young convict. Casually the governor asked, “Young man, what would you do if the governor were to offer you a pardon?”

Without any hesitation, hatred surfaced and the convict snarled, “The first thing I’d do is to cut the throat of the judge who sent me here!” Obviously, there was no repentance nor responsibility for the crime, and the possibility for a pardon was erased.

This convict needed what God urged His people to do—to show remorse and repent. God had every reason to punish His people for their sins, but He is always gracious, long-suffering and merciful. Instead of punishment, the Lord offered pardon (see Isaiah 1:18). There was a condition, however. If they would cleanse themselves by repenting and turning from their sins (see Isaiah 1:16,17) they would be cleansed. No matter how great the sin— “though they are red as crimson” (Isaiah 1:18)— God would forgive and cleanse. The color red was considered to be colorfast or indelible. No effort of man— washing, long usage, tears, sacrifice— could take away the color. Only the almighty power of God could remove it.

Points to Ponder

Among God’s accusations against Judah is one that may easily entangle us, namely, going through the routine of worship without even thinking about the Lord. All of us need to examine our own hearts. Why do we worship? Is it because it is the thing to do? Or does worship come from a sincere, cleansed, seeking heart?

By merely going through the motions the worship of the people of Judah became hypocritical, and God was sick of their rituals and sacrifices (see Isaiah 1:12-15). Sincere worship must include motivation from the heart resulting in actions pleasing to God. In preparation for worship I find it helpful to frequently read Psalm 95:1-7 because the verses spell out how and why to worship. A number of psalmists and prophets (too many to mention) join Isaiah in stressing the proper heart attitude for worshipers (see Psalm 40:6-8; 51:15-19; Jeremiah 7:21-26; Hosea 6:3-6; and others). Perhaps none stress the truth of the necessity of a right heart attitude by worshipers as strongly as Isaiah. God, through Isaiah, warned His people against being insincere. Their activities had become a burden to Him (see Isaiah 1:14). He said, “When you spread out your hands in prayer, I will hide my eyes from you; even if you offer many prayers, I will not listen. Your hands are full of blood” (Isaiah 1:15).

As we worship the Lord let us remember Revelation 4:11: “You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and by your will they were created and have their being.”

Notes

1. Barker, Kenneth, General Editor, The NIV Study Bible, (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1985)

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

· Each day the assigned Scripture may include long passages. If necessary you may read only the specific portions cited for each question. If you have more time, you may wish to read the entire assigned passage.
First Day: Read the commentary on the Introduction to Isaiah.

1.
What helpful or new thought did you find in the commentary or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you chose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible). The suggested memory verse is Revelation 4:11, or you may select another verse.

Second Day: Read Isaiah 1:1-9 and 6:1. (The remainder of chapters 1-5 will be covered later.)

1.
God often spoke to Isaiah the prophet through visions to warn the people of their sins. According to Isaiah 1:1 to what nation and city was this first warning directed?

2.
Name the four kings who were on the throne during Isaiah’s ministry.

3.
a.
We read in Isaiah 6:1 that King Uzziah had died. This king had a good influence on Judah. Read 2 Chronicles 26:3-5. What does verse 4 say about his reign that would account for a good influence?

b.
There was a reason for the king’s success. Find it in 2 Chronicles 26:5.

4.
a.
Read 2 Chronicles 26:16-21. King Uzziah became very powerful. What happened to cause his downfall according to verse 16?

b.
What was the cause of King Uzziah’s death according to 2 Chronicles 26:17-21?

5.
How does Psalm 10:4-6 describe some dangerous actions a person filled with pride might do?

6.
Personal: How could practicing the truth in Galatians 5:25,26 help you not to become a proud, arrogant person?

Third Day: Read Isaiah 6:1-3.

1.
What awesome sight did the prophet see in the vision he described in Isaiah 6:1?

2.
John the apostle refers to Isaiah’s vision. Read John 12:39-41. According to verse 41, who else did Isaiah see in that vision?

3.
The seraphim around the throne were angelic beings. What were they doing and saying? See Isaiah 6:2,3.

4.
Challenge: Isaiah’s vision in the Temple had similarities to a vision John had on the Isle of Patmos. Both describe a worship scene. Compare Isaiah 6:2,3 with Revelation 4:8,9.

a.
What similarities did you find?

b.
What differences did you find?

5.
Personal: How could Isaiah 6:3b and Revelation 4:11 help you focus more fully on the Lord as you worship?

Fourth Day: Read Isaiah 6:4-5.

1.
What was Isaiah’s response concerning his own spiritual condition when he saw the Lord in the vision?

2.
Isaiah used the archaic word “woe” often in the first 40 chapters of the book. Use a dictionary and write down a definition of woe.

3.
a.
What sin did Isaiah confess about himself and the people with whom he lived?

b.
Challenge: Read Mark 7:17-23. Jesus and His disciples were having a discussion. What answer did Jesus give them that might help us understand why Isaiah confessed the sin he did?

4.
When a person is consciously brought into the presence or realization of God there is an overwhelming awareness of sin and unworthiness. Read the Scriptures below and complete the response:

Job 42:5,6: Job said,

Luke 5:8: Peter said,

5.
a.
Read Psalm 86:8-10. Find several truths David enumerated about the Lord.

b.
Personal: Write at least one sentence telling how these verses make you feel about the Lord.

Fifth Day: Read Isaiah 6:6-8.

1.
a.
What happened to Isaiah after he admitted his own unworthiness and sin? (Isaiah 6:6-7a)

b.
What did the seraphim say to assure Isaiah concerning his sin? (Isaiah 6:7b)

2.
According to 1 John 1:9 what is the condition for cleansing?

3.
What happens to our prayers and praise if we do not confess our sins? Read Psalm 66:16-19.

4.
a.
After Isaiah was assured of forgiveness and cleansing how did he respond to God? See Isaiah 6:8.

b.
How does Isaiah’s response compare to the responses of Moses and Jeremiah in the following verses?


Exodus 3:10-11


Jeremiah 1:5,6

5.
Answering God’s call for service after forgiveness is a very serious commitment. How did the apostle Paul feel about God’s call? Read 1 Corinthians 9:16.

6.
Personal: Have you experienced the Lord Jesus Christ’s forgiveness of your sins? Have you prayed and asked God to show you what your call to service is? Have you responded to his call?

Sixth Day: Read Isaiah 6:10-13.

1.
Re-read Isaiah 6:10 with Jeremiah 5:21,23. What was God saying about the people of Judah and their response to His warnings?

2.
When Isaiah asked the Lord how long his assignment would be, God gave several signs in Isaiah 6:11,12. It might be helpful to read the New Living Translation for this. Find two or more signs.

3.
What words in Isaiah 6:11,12 suggest the people will be taken from their land into exile? (This punishment would come because they failed to return to God after years of warning.)

4.
If possible read Isaiah 6:13 in several Bible versions. God mercifully promised that a tenth of faithful followers would survive. How does Isaiah refer to these faithful ones?

5.
a.
What do the following Scriptures say about God’s love and mercy for us? If you wish, put your name in these verses as you write them, and thank God for His promises to you.


John 12:46


James 4:8


2 Peter 3:9

b.
Personal: God extends an invitation to you in Matthew 11:28,29. Will you respond and let Him guide you? Tell Him right now.

Isaiah Lesson 2
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Isaiah 1:1-9 and 6:1-13

Have you ever observed the expressions on faces of fellow believers who listen to a new convert tell how he or she met the Lord? Whether a child in the faith or a mature adult, it is inspiring to all. Why are we so moved by a testimony? Perhaps because our hearts are stirred to hear about the living God at work in a life, transforming it into something beautiful.

God calls individuals from many walks of life. Not only does He call for repentance, He calls for specific service, sometimes with unique methods. Moses was a fugitive tending sheep in a desert. “There the angel of the Lord appeared to him in flames of fire from within a bush” (Exodus 3:2). God’s task for Moses was an enormous challenge—to lead the Israelites out of Egypt and into the Promised Land.

Paul (Saul) was busy doing what he felt was right as he was “breathing out murderous threats against the Lord’s disciples” (Acts 9:1). As he neared Damascus God stopped him in his tracks with a blinding light that flashed all around him. After three days of blindness Paul was ready to listen to the Lord. Paul’s training and talents were channeled by God as He empowered the apostle to present the gospel to many.

Now we will learn how God called Isaiah, who penned the book bearing his name, to become His prophet. Unlike other books of the Old Testament such as Joshua or Jeremiah, Isaiah does not record God’s call in chapter 1, but rather in chapter 6. That call is perhaps the most dramatic of all God’s calls in the Bible.

King Uzziah

“In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord” (Isaiah 6:1). Before relating what must have been the most memorable occasion of his life, Isaiah identified the time and place of this most unforgettable experience. Some biblical scholars believe that chronologically, as well as logically, the book of Isaiah begins with chapter 6 because it contains God’s amazing call to Isaiah. There is no proof that Isaiah’s testimony of his inaugural vision was after the urgent call for the people of Judah to repent (see Isaiah 1-5), or whether the prophet had been giving God’s message for some time and was now going back to tell about the vision when he heard God’s call. Chronological order is, however, of little consequence to our study.

In view of the fact that Isaiah mentions the king, let’s take a brief look at his reign. King Uzziah was important in Jewish history for he was one of the better kings who ruled Judah. The account is in 2 Chronicles 26. Uzziah was only 16 years old when he became king, and he reigned in Jerusalem for 52 years—quite a record considering that the United States has a new president every four to eight years! He began well because he “did what was right in the eyes of the Lord” (2 Chronicles 26:4). The prophet Zechariah taught the king in the things of the Lord. As long as the king obediently followed the paths of God, he was richly blessed and God gave him success.

Uzziah accomplished so many great things for the nation that he became very famous. He was victorious in battle with other nations and restored Judah’s weakened military power to a standard almost as high as it had been under King David. Sadly, Uzziah’s power, fame and pride finally led to his downfall. After he achieved such great success the king arrogantly felt he deserved certain rights. The Bible says Uzziah’s “pride led to his downfall. He…entered the temple of the Lord to burn incense on the altar of incense” (2 Chronicles 26:16). Burning incense on the altar was a ceremony reserved only for priests consecrated by the Lord for this duty (see Leviticus 16). When Azariah, the chief priest, and 80 other priests confronted him in the Temple, Uzziah was furious. While he was storming at his accusers for daring to question his actions, leprosy broke out on his forehead. Could that have been a reminder from God that He was in control?

Uzziah was defeated by his own sin of pride and arrogance and lived in seclusion from that day forward, excluded from the Temple and society due to leprosy (see 2 Chronicles 26:21). His son Jotham took over the throne when Uzziah became ill and finally died for flouting God’s holiness (see 2 Chronicles 26:16-23; Isaiah 2:17). Obviously, the downward spiral of Uzziah’s leadership had great influence upon his nation.

While writing this material I heard a very humble man who has influenced not just a nation but the world. Dr. Billy Graham was interviewed on the television program “20/20,” and I was deeply impressed with the testimony of this great man of God. While discussing numerous “hot” issues of the day, he was asked this question: “What one question will you ask when you get to heaven?” Although Dr. Graham admitted he had millions of unanswered questions, the reporter pressed for a specific answer. With great humility, that devoted man’s answer was a surprise: “I will ask why I was chosen by God for this ministry when I am so unworthy.”

The Vision

When King Uzziah died in 749 b.c. there was a time of national mourning despite the shame of his later years. As the nation mourned, Isaiah went to the Temple. According to 2 Chronicles 26 and Isaiah 1-5 we know that the conditions in Judah were bleak—the nation was in peril, the king was dead and the young prophet Isaiah could do little about it. Thus he went to pray.

In the Temple the Lord sent him a vision of God’s holiness and glory. What the prophet saw and heard transformed the rest of his life. In his own words the prophet described what happened: “I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted” (Isaiah 6:1).

As a result of this vision, the truth that God is the Holy One was permanently inscribed on Isaiah’s heart. Small wonder his favorite title for the Lord, as we learned in Lesson 1, was the Holy One of Israel. In The New Bible Dictionary J.D. Douglas said in reference to Isaiah’s vision and God’s holiness, “Holiness is the very essence of His divine being, which causes men to tremble before Him as they worship.” Isaiah’s description of what he saw is similar to what God said about Himself: “For this is what the high and lofty One says— he who lives for ever, whose name is holy: ‘I live in a high and holy place’” (Isaiah 57:15).

While in the Temple seeing a vision of God’s holiness, Isaiah discovered that the true King of Judah was the Lord Himself, and that He was on the throne. What assurance that must have been for Isaiah! Despite evil running rampant and the apparent victory of sin on earth, the Lord God still reigned omnipotent on His throne, worshipped and served by the mighty angels of heaven—the seraphim. The Bible doesn’t say, but if Isaiah was kneeling when the vision appeared, he was perhaps down on his face in awe, reverence and humility at the magnificent sight of the Lord “seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple” (Isaiah 6:1).

Above the throne were seraphim. Seraphim are angelic beings, each with six wings. Four were used for covering, demonstrating their reverence and humility. With the other two they covered their faces in the blinding light of God’s glory. In his commentary, Jewish scholar Israel W. Slothi points out that even ministering angels do not dare look upon the Lord. The seraphim covered their feet with two wings—a sign of modesty, according to Dr. Slothi—to prevent exposing the body. More than modesty, many biblical scholars believe covering their feet is similar to Moses’ experience at the burning bush.

When Moses responded to the voice of God coming from within the bush God said, “Do not come any closer… Take off your sandals, for the place where you are standing is holy ground” (Exodus 3:5). The ground was made holy by the presence of God.

Antiphonally, as in a song or liturgy, the seraphim cried out to one another: “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory” (Isaiah 6:3). The threefold repetition indicated the highest degree of holiness. So spirited and dynamic was this act of worship that the very “doorposts and thresholds shook and the temple was filled with smoke” (Isaiah 6:4).

What an awesome revelation of God’s holiness and glory! It is interesting to note that inanimate doorposts should tremble in the presence of God’s holiness, yet often the hearts of men remain unyielding and unmoved. Not so with Isaiah. Upon seeing the Lord “high and exalted” and the sound of antiphonal praises ringing in his heart, Isaiah would never be the same. As the doors and thresholds trembled, he must also have trembled. What preparation for him! Regardless of troubling circumstances in his future, he would never doubt the holiness of God.

“Woe Is Me!”

After the vision there could only be one response! Isaiah said it: “Woe to me!… I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips” (Isaiah 6:5). The Hebrew word “ruined” literally means to disintegrate, to fall apart, to unravel. Compared to other leaders, Isaiah was a righteous man. In light of God’s majesty and holiness, however, he became acutely aware of his own unworthiness and sinfulness. If God chose to deal with him in strict justice—as sinful man deserves—the prophet was lost.

Simon Peter also had an experience that revealed his spiritual condition and unworthiness (see Luke 5:1-11). One day Jesus borrowed Peter’s boat to use as a podium from which He taught the crowd swarming around Him. After the session, Jesus told Peter to take the boat out for a catch.

Peter, a professional fisherman, had returned that morning with empty nets. He knew the best time for fishing was at night; nevertheless, he did as the Lord asked. To his great amazement and that of the other veteran fishermen, their catch filled, not one, but two boats. When Peter saw the miracle, he fell at Jesus’ knees and said, “Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!” (Luke 5:8).

A Social Sin

Isaiah indicated his sin was not only a personal but also a social matter as he said, “For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips” (Isaiah 6:5).

Isn’t it striking that Isaiah referred to unclean lips? Why focus on his words? Why not “I am a man of an unclean mind,” or of unclean eyes, hands or heart? In digging a bit further to see what the Bible says about the tongue, I found an answer given by Jesus Christ to His disciples: “What comes out of a man is what makes him ‘unclean.’ For from within, out of men’s hearts, come evil thoughts [plus other sins]. All these evils come from inside and make a man ‘unclean”’ (Mark 7:20,21,23).

The familiar verse in James 3 also sheds light on this: “And the tongue is a flame of fire. It is full of wickedness that can ruin your whole life. It can turn the entire course of your life into a blazing flame of destruction, for it is set on fire by hell itself.” (James 3:6, NLT).

The Reaction

Look carefully at Isaiah 6:5 again to find three reasons why Isaiah felt as he did. First, he felt “ruined” he said because “I am a man of unclean lips!” Second, “I live among a people of unclean lips.” The third and most important reason explains the first two reasons a bit more. Isaiah felt ruined, because “my eyes have seen the King, the LORD Almighty” (Isaiah 6:5b). From early childhood young Isaiah had no doubt learned what every other Jewish person knew: To see God meant death. When Moses asked God, “Now show me your glory,” God agreed to grant his request, but He said, “[You] cannot see my face, for no one may see me and live… you will see my back; but my face must not be seen” (Exodus 33:18,20,23, italics added). God promised Moses he would be carefully tucked away in a place of safety in the cleft of a rock while God’s glory passed by (see Exodus 33:21-23).

It is no small wonder that Isaiah felt he was ruined when he realized he had seen God. Most biblical scholars agree that Isaiah saw the holiness of God in the vision. The prophet had obviously walked with God before, but now, for the first time in his life, he had a better concept of who God is—and he also understood who Isaiah was. What a gamut of emotions Isaiah must have felt—feelings of fear, humility, sin, awe, and the list could go on.

Realizing who we are will usually demonstrate how we respond in the presence of greatness. The devotional magazine Our Daily Bread, August 1989, tells of a group of travelers who toured the home of the great German composer Ludwig van Beethoven, which was filled with mementos. The group went into a room where a piano was the main attraction. “This was Beethoven’s piano!” said the guide reverently as he carefully lifted the cover.

Much to the amazement of the entire group a young lady stepped forward, seated herself at the piano and immediately began to play a sonata by the famous composer. After she had played the last note she spun around and said to the shocked guide, “I suppose a lot of people who visit here like to play Beethoven’s piano.”

“Well, Miss,” said the guide as he attempted to regain his composure, “last summer one of our visitors was the famous Paderewski. His friends asked him to play, but he politely declined saying, ‘Oh no, I am not worthy.”’

The author of the devotional went on to say, “A similar awareness of our unworthiness in the light of God’s holiness is what all Christians need.”

Isaiah’s Cleansing

God in His awesome holiness is also a God of grace. After Isaiah’s heartfelt confession one of the seraphim flew to him carrying a live coal from the altar and touched his lips—the lips Isaiah said were unclean. As he did, the seraphim said, “Your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for” (Isaiah 6:7). Although only the lips were touched, through this divine act of cleansing Isaiah found forgiveness and purification through his entire being.

God did not bring Isaiah into this experience of confession merely to leave him in despair. The only gateway to cleansing is confession (see 1 John 1:9). When Isaiah realized his need in light of God’s holiness, God met that need.

The Call

Notice the change that occurred in the prophet’s response after he had been forgiven and cleansed. Up to this point in the vision he had not heard God’s voice. Yes, he had seen God’s glory and he had heard the seraphim’s song of praise. Apparently the angelic beings were suddenly silenced, for Isaiah said, “I heard the voice of the Lord saying, ‘Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?’” (Isaiah 6:8). For the first time in this vision he heard the Lord speak. In response Isaiah, forgiven and healed, was ready for commitment as he replied, “Here am I. Send me!”

There is an interesting emphasis on the word “send.” In lesson 1 we defined a prophet as one who is a spokesman for God, in whom He would place His message (see Deuteronomy 18:18). The meaning of send here is the same. Isaiah was under marching orders now—a very sacred commitment. The prophet Amos expressed the idea briefly but very succinctly: “The Sovereign Lord has spoken—who can but prophesy?” (Amos 3:8). In 1 Corinthians 9:16 the apostle Paul defines his call as one sent: “I am compelled to preach. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!”

We need to take the example of these “sent ones” to heart. Before there can be joyful, effective service there must first be a sincere confession of sin and cleansing followed by a deep commitment to carry on the work the Lord has called us to do (see Luke 9:62). Without that cleansing and commitment, there is a tendency to work in our own power, and that spells disaster. Our service then becomes sterile and frustrating when we attempt to work on our own. (See Zechariah 4:6.)

It is easy to understand an unbeliever’s need to be cleansed and forgiven. Remember, however, a lifetime of walking with the Lord does not lead to sinless perfection. Our enemy, Satan, never takes a vacation. The Bible says, “Be careful! Watch out for attacks from the Devil, your great enemy. He prowls around like a roaring lion, looking for some victim to devour” (1 Peter 5:8, NLT). First John 1:8 says, “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us.” Becoming deeply aware of the Lord in all His holiness and sinlessness gives us a clear view of our own sins. An admission of guilt is the doorway to a changed life, filled with the joy and peace of the Lord.

The magazine Pulpit Helps shares a true story by James M. Boice from his book, The Gospel of John, vol. 1. Many years ago the governor of Texas was invited to speak in one of the jails in his state. After his talk he said he would be available to meet with anyone who wished to speak with him. He assured them that anything they told him would be kept in strict confidence.

A number of inmates came. One by one each had a similar story: They had been unjustly sentenced, they were innocent and wanted the governor to issue a pardon for their freedom. One man’s tale was different. Promising to be brief so he would not take too much of the official’s time, the man admitted his guilt for the crime for which he had been convicted. “Sir,” he said, “I have been here many years and I believe I’ve paid my debt to society. I sincerely believe that if I were to be released I would be able to live an upright life and show myself worthy of your mercy.” He was the one pardoned.

Isaiah’s Assignment

In Isaiah 6:9-10 God gives Isaiah’s assignment. Instead of making the task appear to be easy He emphasized the difficulty. God, in His all-knowing wisdom, foresaw Israel’s response and rejection to the message. The phrases in verse 9, “ever hearing” and “ever seeing,” refer to Israel’s response to God’s warning and coming judgment. This verse describes the concept of the old adage that says, “There are none so blind as those who will not see.” In warning the prophet of Israel’s rejection, God is saying it would be as though the people were not hearing at all, and their unwillingness to listen and repent meant that judgment would come upon them. Nevertheless, Isaiah was to preach faithfully and fearlessly despite Israel’s indifference or lack of response. Unfortunately, the more people resist God’s truth the less their hearts and minds are open to receive that truth.

With an assignment like that we can well understand Isaiah’s question: “For how long, O Lord?” (Isaiah 6:11). In answer, God described a terrible, destructive judgment that was in the future for this rebellious people who refused to heed God’s warnings and His plea for them to repent. The bottom line was that the nation Israel would finally reach a point in their sin and stubbornness where one more rejection of the truth would finally clinch the inevitable—exile as their punishment.

In answer to Isaiah’s query concerning the length of his service, God was rather specific. The New Living Translation says it this way: “Until their cities are destroyed, with no one left in them. Until their houses are deserted and the whole country is an utter wasteland… until the LORD has sent everyone away to distant lands and the entire land of Israel lies deserted” (Isaiah 6:11,12).

Was there not one glimmer of hope? Absolutely! God never gives up on His people. Granted, Isaiah’s ministry, as presented here, had all the earmarks of failure, but there was God’s loving promise of a remnant of faithful believers. After the vast destruction found in verses 11 and 12, there is hope in verse 13. In His great mercy God did not overlook any of His people who chose to repent and obediently turn to Him. He said, “Even if only a tenth— a remnant— survive, it will be invaded again and burned. Israel will remain a stump, like a tree that is cut down, but the stump will be a holy seed that will grow again” (Isaiah 6:13, NLT).

Again, God who is able to see past, present and future told Isaiah a tenth of the people would survive and turn from sin to Him. Although merely a stump, Israel would still live; she will rise again and she will grow! The choice of trees used here to illustrate the truth is interesting. Both the terebinth and oak trees are especially prone to produce new shoots from their stumps.

Even in the worst circumstances God would leave some survivors. Will Israel rise in her own strength? Never. The Bible says “The zeal of the Lord Almighty will accomplish this” (Isaiah 37:32).

Points to Ponder

God said, “For I am God… the Holy One among you” (Hosea 11:9b). His holiness, however, does not prevent Him from being merciful, loving and approachable. He also said, “I live in that high and holy place with those whose spirits are contrite and humble. I refresh the humble and give new courage to those with repentant hearts” (Isaiah 57:15, NLT).

The question posed to Isaiah was, “Who will go for us?” (6:8). The Lord is still searching for dedicated, committed believers today to respond to that call. After we have experienced the cleansing power through the shed blood of Christ, the next step is availability to be used by the Lord for whatever service He chooses. Are you ready to respond as Isaiah did? Can you say, “Here am I. Send me”?

The Bible says, “Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a workman who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of truth” (2 Timothy 2:15). Pray and ask the Lord to show you opportunities of service. Before you insist you cannot take on any more activities, thank Him for the opportunity to serve. Ask Him to guide you in your service. Remember, service does not mean being a public leader only.

Make a list of your interests, talents and abilities, and then pray over the list. Perhaps the Lord can use you to pray for others, to call on the sick or to run errands for an elderly person while you do your own errands. If you are serious in your commitment, you can rest assured that the Lord will provide opportunity. Pray for courage to obey. You will be delighted with the results and the blessings.

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

· Each day the assigned Scripture may include long passages. If necessary you may read only the specific portions cited for each question. If you have more time, you may wish to read the entire assigned passage.

First Day: Read the commentary on Isaiah 1:1-9 and 6:1-13.

1.
What helpful or new thought did you find in the commentary or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you chose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible). The suggested memory verse is Isaiah 1:18, or you may select another verse.

Second Day: Read Isaiah 1:10-20.

1.
Re-read Isaiah 1:10-13. The people brought meaningless sacrifices to God. In the Scripture below find what God desires of us before we bring sacrifices to Him.

1 Samuel 15:22

Psalm 51:2,17

Micah 6:6-8

2.
What sacrifices can believers of our day bring to the Lord according to these Scriptures?

Romans 12:1

Hebrews 13:15

3.
The people of Judah practiced the rituals of observing the Sabbath, the festivals and feasts. According to Isaiah 1:14 how did God feel about it?

4.
Personal: When you attend a worship service is your heart and mind focused on God or on others and your surroundings? What can you ask of God now?

5.
God invites everyone to repentance in Isaiah 1:18. What are the consequences if we obey or resist? See verses 19, 20.

6.
Personal: Read Romans 6:23. Have you chosen eternal life by faith in the Lord Jesus Christ?

Third Day: Read Isaiah 1:21—2:5.

1.
Isaiah refers to Jerusalem as a harlot. How is the city different in Isaiah’s day than it used to be? See Isaiah 1:21,22.

2.
What accusations did God make against the rulers in Jerusalem? See Isaiah 1:23.

3.
Re-read Isaiah 2:1-5. Isaiah saw far into the future when God’s kingdom would be established on earth. He saw the changes in store for Judah and Jerusalem. What is to happen to the Temple?

4.
In that future day, what will the desire of the people be according to Isaiah 2:3?

5.
In Isaiah 2:4 how does Isaiah describe the peace that will reign after Christ’s return to earth?

6.
a.
Challenge: In Isaiah 2:5 what is Isaiah’s plea to the people in view of God’s warning? (Darkness in the Bible often symbolizes a godless life.)

b.
Read 1 John 1:5-7. How is God described? What is the requirement for fellowship with God and with other believers?

c.
Personal: Do you desire to have fellowship with God? Why not write a prayer expressing your desire, and don’t forget to thank God that He hears and answers prayer.

Fourth Day: Read Isaiah 2:6—4:6.

1.
The Day of the Lord will be a time of terrible suffering because this is the time God will send judgment to the nations. Why will God judge His people according to Isaiah 2:8?

2.
What will happen to the arrogant and proud people? See Isaiah 2:9-11.

3.
According to Isaiah 3:1-3 what are some of the things God will take away from Jerusalem and Judah as punishment?

4.
a.
The Bible says Jesus Christ is bread (spiritual food) and water. Read John 6:35. What promise does He give to those who come to Him?

b.
Read Ephesians 1:7. What else do we as believers have in Christ beside spiritual food?

c.
Personal: What do you personally want to thank the Lord Jesus for in light of His abundant provision and grace?

5.
Challenge: Isaiah 4:2 refers to a proper name, The Branch of the Lord, but the prophet does not identify that Branch. Try to find who the Branch of the Lord is from these additional Scriptures.

Jeremiah 23:5

Jeremiah 33:15

Matthew 1:1,5,16

Fifth Day: Read Isaiah 5:1-7. Chapter 5 is a ballad that Isaiah the prophet sings about his people.

1.
What did the owner do to prepare his vineyard for planting? See Isaiah 5:2.

2.
Did the owner harvest the crop he expected? Explain. See Isaiah 5:4.

3.
What did the owner decide to do about his vineyard? See Isaiah 5:5,6.

4.
According to Isaiah 5:7, who is the owner of the vineyard? Who does the vineyard represent?

5.
In the ballad God looked for good fruit, but what kind of fruit did the people of Judah produce? See Isaiah 5:4,7.

6.
a.
Challenge: The care of the vineyard is a description of what God has done for Judah. The Lord has done many wonderful things for those who have accepted Christ as Savior. Look up these Scriptures to find what He has done for you:


John 1:12


Romans 8:16,17


1 Corinthians 3:16

b.
What does the Lord call you, as a Christian, to do according to these Scriptures?


Matthew 28:19,20


John 15:16


Acts 1:8

Sixth Day: Read Isaiah 5:8-30. If possible use several Bible versions for these questions.

1.
Isaiah named six woes or sins that would bring judgment. The first woe is against the insatiable greed of landowners in Isaiah 5:8,9. What does Jesus say in Matthew 6:19-21 that is better than greedily storing up earthly treasures?

2.
Read Isaiah 5:11-12. Although the Bible does not specifically require total abstinence, what is the second sin that will be judged?

3.
a.
The third sin (Isaiah 5:18-19) describes those who speak flippantly of the Lord and His warnings. Find several flippant phrases in these verses.

b.
Challenge: Read Psalm 52 which speaks of this sin. What do verses 5-7 say will happen to the mocker?

4.
a.
Read Isaiah 5:20-21. What are the fourth and fifth sins to meet judgment?

b.
What good advice is given in Proverbs 3:7 to help you avoid the sin in Isaiah 5:21?

5.
Read Isaiah 5:22-24. The final woe focuses on officials who are more interested in cocktail parties than in promoting justice. What does Isaiah say will happen to these officials?

6.
Personal: In view of God’s warnings to Judah and her leaders, will you pray daily for world leaders as well as for your local, state and federal government leaders?

Isaiah Lesson 3
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Isaiah 1:10—5:30

Change is a fact of life. No doubt we have all experienced times when we longed to stop the clock and hang on to those precious moments. All parents know children do grow up and establish their own careers and homes. Some changes, such as advancement in fields like communication, medicine or research bring blessings. Others bring disaster. In our day it often appears the contemporary media is bent on abolishing all biblical values and behavior.

Only God is not subject to change. He said, “I the Lord do not change” (Malachi 3:6). His love and mercy is so great He is not willing for “anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9). His invitation to Judah remains as current today as the day it was given and it is extended to all: “Come now, let us reason together… Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow” (Isaiah 1:18).

You will discover as we dig into this study that despite Isaiah’s warning, the people of Judah were very complacent. Unfortunately, complacency, even in our day, seems to be very evident. What do you think Isaiah, or an Old Testament prophet like him, might say to us today? If we are alert and honest we must admit moral conditions are not too different from conditions in Isaiah’s time. If this appears rash, please continue reading Isaiah.

Sins of a Nation

As indicated in Lesson 2, the book of Isaiah does not follow a chronological pattern. After examining Isaiah’s inaugural vision and response to God, “Here am I. Send me!” (Isaiah 6:8), we return to chapter 1 where we find the prophet obeying God who said, “Go and tell this people…”(Isaiah 6:9).

Isaiah chapters 1-5 probably describe conditions in Jerusalem and Judah during the reign of King Jotham (see Isaiah 1:1) who took the throne after his father, Uzziah, died, and after Isaiah’s vision and call by God (see Isaiah 6).

King Jotham was a good king. The Bible says, “He did what was right in the eyes of the Lord” (2 Kings 15:34). Unfortunately, like his father, Jotham failed to tear down all the pagan shrines that worshipers had built in the high places in Judah, and “the people continued to offer sacrifices and burn incense there” (2 Kings 15:35).

From the Israelites’ early existence in Egypt to the days of Isaiah, they had never given God complete obedience as a nation. Of course, there were always individual commitments and obedience, but not nationally. Sadly, the nation did not appear to be concerned about this neglect. Instead, they prided themselves in their formal observance of religious rituals (see Isaiah 1:10-17). Abruptly God’s voice, via Isaiah, broke in upon their arrogance and hypocrisy.

You will recall in Lesson 1 we touched briefly on the list of evil and sin that God told Isaiah to point out to the people. We learned they had rebelled and rejected the Lord (see Isaiah 1:4), they were insincere (see Isaiah 1:6), and their sacred meetings had become “evil assemblies” (see Isaiah 1:13). Some accusations appear a bit harsh, especially those in verses 10-17. Look at God’s words, for example, concerning offerings. The people were bringing offerings into the Temple as their forefathers had taught them. God had commanded such sacrifices and offerings as part of His covenant relation with His people (see Leviticus 1-7).

Why did God now tell them to stop the offerings? Why did He say, “When you spread out your hands in prayer, I will hide my eyes from you; even if you offer many prayers, I will not listen” (Isaiah 1:15)? Look again at verses 10-17. The people were merely going through the motions of worship. God, who knows the deepest thoughts of human hearts (see Psalm 139:2-4) knew the motives behind the people’s worship were self-serving. Yes, they brought blood offerings, but they also had other blood on their hands; the bloodguilt of exploiting the oppressed and neglecting the needy (see Isaiah 1:15b-17). In love and mercy the Lord extended an invitation for repentance—a repentance that must be practical and personal: “Come now, let us reason together” (Isaiah 1:18). No more playing games or trying to ride the fence by attempting to worship Him and the pagan gods (see Isaiah 1:29) as they had been. God is holy and without sin; thus, there must be a frank confrontation. If there is a willing, obedient response they “will eat the best from the land” (Isaiah 1:19), and God is able to change the unchangeable and to delete the unremovable.

Before we cluck our tongues at the terrible sins of Judah, it will be well for us to examine our own situation. In his book The Frog in the Kettle, George Barna, a well-known researcher, presents these troubling statistics: Sixty percent of people in the United States claim to be religious; 93 percent of U.S. households have a Bible; for every 550 adults there is a Protestant church available. Sadly, at least 62 percent of people Barna surveyed said the Church is no longer relevant to today’s world. Perhaps that is one reason we see that organized religion has not affected our nation’s divorce rate, abortion rate or crime rate.

More than ever before we as Christians need to get into the Word and to sincerely take God’s challenge to heart when He said, “If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sins and will heal their land” (2 Chronicles 7:14). Our nation, like Judah, is in desperate need of a great spiritual revival.

Repentance or Destruction

After God’s plea, “Come now, let us settle the matter…Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow” (Isaiah 1:18), Isaiah continues in his own unique way to point out the sins of Judah (see Isaiah 1:21-31).

When God called Isaiah He did not change the prophet’s unique talents. Isaiah was a poet and he had his own descriptive style of writing. He, of course, always delivered God’s message accurately, but it usually appeared in poetic and symbolic words and phrases. One example is his reference to beautiful Jerusalem as a harlot (see Isaiah 1:21) to emphasize how far she had drifted from the Lord. Jerusalem, once the home of righteousness, was now the lodging place of murderers. Her official leaders, who should have been good examples, were rebellious and lovers of bribes. Isaiah 1:21-26 spell out the loss of God’s people—not the loss of David’s empire or Solomon’s wealth, but the loss and decay of Judah’s spiritual purity.

God loved the people of Judah too much to give up on them. They were still His covenant people but they were in a deplorable condition. He said that His discipline would be to deal with the offenders as their spiritual condition demanded: “I will thoroughly purge away your dross and remove all your impurities” (Isaiah 1:25). The New Living Translation says it this way: “I will melt you down and skim off your slag.”

A knowledge of customs of biblical times are fascinating because they often shed light on a message. There is a beautiful descriptive picture in verse 25.

The phrase “purge away your dross” according to The New Bible Dictionary has reference to a Hebrew word expressing the melting, testing and refining of metals, especially precious metals such as gold and silver. The same word was used by prophets like Ezekiel and Malachi when speaking of God testing men. The purpose of the refiner was to purify, not to destroy.

In the ancient world crude metal was melted to remove impurities. The metal was heated in an open furnace or clay crucible. Bellows were often used to provide a draft to create greater heat as the gold was melted again and again while impurities rose to the top and were skimmed off.

The refiner had to be persistent. J. Neil, in his book Everyday Life in the Holy Land (out of print), points out that the beauty of this illustration is that the refiner looks into the open furnace or clay crucible as the metal bubbles from the heat. He knows the process of purification is complete and the dross is all burned away when the refiner can see his own image clearly reflected in the molten metal.

This is a vivid picture of God’s deep love, concern and desire for the holiness of all His people. Obviously there would be suffering in the purification process to remove the impurities—the sins the backslidden people had been practicing. The purification would be complete when God, the Master Refiner, could see His own image clearly reflected in the lives of His people. Only then, God promises, would restoration begin (see Isaiah 1:26).

What does all of this mean to us? Trouble and suffering may come to fulfill God’s plan for us and to remove impurities that may have crept into our lives and characters. We are as guilty as the people of Judah, but if we have accepted the way of repentance God provided through Jesus Christ, we are already cleansed by the shed blood of God’s Son. The promise of Isaiah 1:18 is already ours through Christ’s death and resurrection as we are empowered by the Holy Spirit daily. This, however, does not promise sinless perfection. Our enemy, Satan, is alive and well, and he is relentless in his efforts to destroy God’s own people (see 1 Peter 5:8). We need to be on guard daily because Satan is very clever. The good news is that the devil has been defeated and as God’s children we are more than conquerors in Him (see Romans 8:37). We need to claim God’s power and daily put on the armor of God as it is given in Ephesians 6:10-17. Pray through these verses asking God to put this armor on you.

Temple of the Lord

Isaiah chapters 2-5 make up one complete prophecy. There are three important phrases in this message that tell of God’s future work. The first is the Temple of the Lord, the second is the Day of the Lord and finally the Branch of the Lord. Let’s examine each one of these phrases.

In Isaiah 2:1-5 the prophet again has a vision and sees into the future, giving us a description of the coming earthly kingdom of Jesus Christ. At that time “the Lord’s temple will be… raised above the hills, and all nations will stream to it” (Isaiah 2:2).

The day will come when Jerusalem will be the center of worldwide worship of God. In Isaiah’s day the people had adopted the pagan idols of the world around them, but when Christ sets up His kingdom here on earth, pagan worship will cease and all nations will worship the true and living God.

People today yearn for peace but they fail to recognize that man by his own efforts can never achieve worldwide peace. It is only when the Word of the Lord goes out from Jerusalem (see Isaiah 2:3) and when He has established His kingdom that lasting peace will come (see Isaiah 2:4) Presently there is far too much greed and aggression for disarmament to take place. When God’s righteous kingdom is established nations will put aside their weapons and they will not “train for war anymore” (Isaiah 2:4).

The Temple will be rebuilt and the Word of the Lord will go out from Jerusalem to rule all nations. In view of this future glorious event, Isaiah pleads with the people to “walk in the light of the Lord” (Isaiah 2:5).

The Day of the Lord

In Isaiah 2:6—3:26 the prophet warns the people of a future day—the Day of the Lord—when God will judge evil and corruption and will purify nations in preparation for the day Christ will reign in Jerusalem. Jesus describes the Day (see Matthew 24; Mark 13; Luke 21) as does John (Revelation 6-19). That day will be a time of tremendous, fierce sufferings. In that day the high and the low, the rich and poor, the educated and unlearned alike will be brought before the Lord whom they have forgotten or arrogantly defied. Millions will die and even the environment will be demolished. Over and over in this Scripture, like a refrain in a musical, the prophet repeats the phrase “in that day.” People may try to hide in rocks and caves in an attempt to escape but the effort will be in vain.

This prophecy of harsh judgment is difficult for many modern-day persons to accept. They believe God is only a God of love. They think of Him as a “personality” more like a benevolent grandfather-type who loves everyone far too much to punish. No matter what the sin, they believe God smiles like a doting parent and looks the other way when sin has been committed. What a misconception! God is far too great for puny man to pigeonhole Him!

Yes, God is love (see 1 John 4:8, 16), but He is also holy (see Psalm 99:9), and He cannot ignore sin, for He is a consuming fire (see Hebrews 12:29). He is gracious and full of compassion (see Psalm 116:5). He is merciful and abounding in love (see Psalm 103:8). He is waiting for all to come to Him (see Isaiah 55:1).

The warning of judgment in the Day of the Lord for the Israelites of Isaiah’s day also meant judgment, suffering and exile before the Second Coming. Assyria’s victory over the Northern Kingdom and invasion of Judah, as we will see later, as well as the Babylonian captivity of Judah, picture the Day of the Lord.

Isaiah left no question as to the reason God would judge His people (see Isaiah 2:6-22). Instead of obeying God’s Word they had adopted “superstitions from the East” (Isaiah 2:6), their land was “full of idols” (Isaiah 2:8), they were arrogant and proud (see Isaiah 2:11). They trusted their wealth—the work of their hands, and their war equipment, including horses and chariots—and were seemingly unaware that neither weapons nor wealth would exempt them from God’s judgment, a lesson we need to learn in our own day, as well.

Contrary to popular belief, prosperity does not guarantee success or even happiness. In an article on California’s “lemon laws,” USA Today reported that a lawyer from San Francisco purchased a Jaguar for a hefty sum, only to find it did not fulfill all his dreams. Over the next three-and-a-half years the lawyer had to take the car to the shop 26 times! To add insult to injury the Jaguar stalled on the Golden Gate bridge and caused a five-mile traffic backup—you guessed it—during the height of rush hour. Much to the owner’s relief the state lemon law finally forced Jaguar to buy back the car.

The warning continues in Isaiah 3:1-15 as the prophet tells Judah and Jerusalem how God would punish them. Food and water supplies would be taken away. Military, political and religious leaders would be brought down and replaced by immature and incompetent leaders (see Isaiah 3:4-7). Prosperity and greed resulted in the leaders exploiting the poor. Read God’s accusation for this evil: “You have taken advantage of the poor, filling your barns with grain extorted from helpless people. How dare you grind my people into the dust like that!” (Isaiah 3:14-15, NLT).

The elite of society would also be punished for exploiting the weak and poor (see Isaiah 3:8-15). Even the women of Jerusalem are in for judgment as “in that day the Lord will snatch away their finery” (Isaiah 3:18). This is not a condemnation of adornments. The women should have been models of humility and gentleness, but they had become proud and flirtatious (see Isaiah 3:16—4:1). In that day no one will notice their finery and they will experience only suffering.

The bottom line was that God would take away everything in which Judah had placed her trust. Judah’s leaders were headed in a direction contrary to God’s will and would eventually bring disaster on their nation (see Isaiah 3:11).

The Branch of the Lord

God is merciful and compassionate, but there is coming a day when unbelieving sinners will be punished. But, thank God, all believers will share in the glories of Christ’s redemption! The title “The Branch of the Lord” is the messianic title for Jesus Christ. He is the “sprout” from David’s dynasty (see Isaiah 11:1; Jeremiah 23:5; Zechariah 3:8).

The Bible says, “Those whose names are written down to escape the destruction of Jerusalem will be washed and rinsed of all their moral filth… They will be God’s holy people. And the land will produce for them its lushest bounty and its richest fruit” (Isaiah 4:2-4, TLB). In contrast to Isaiah’s day, in “that day” the mark of distinction will not be position or prestige but holiness (see Isaiah 4:3), and the land will be beautiful and wonderful.

A Vineyard Ballad

Isaiah was a man of many talents. He ends this long prophecy with a ballad and sings about his own people (see Isaiah 5). The ballad tells of an owner who had a vineyard on a fertile hillside. Isaiah describes the work of the owner to prepare the soil for a bountiful harvest. Despite meticulous preparation the soil yielded only bad fruit. “What more could… I have done?” asks the owner (Isaiah 5:4). Everything had been done in preparation for a good crop. The protective wall around the vineyard would be torn down and it would become a wasteland, trampled and destroyed.

Isaiah 5:7 identifies God as the owner and the vineyard as the people of Judah. God gave them His law and a wonderful land, but they broke the law and, instead of glorifying God, they defiled the land with sin. God looked for justice in Judah, but saw bloodshed; He looked for righteousness, but heard cries of distress. The preparation the owner did for his vineyard pictures what God had done for His people. He took Israel out of the bondage of slavery in Egypt and led them into the Promised Land. He expected them to obediently follow Him, to produce fruits of righteousness and to glorify His name. Unfortunately, they failed miserably.

In view of their failure God pronounced judgment and pointed out six woes. Webster’s Dictionary defines the word “woe” as an expression of grief, regret or distress. Each woe names a sin for which the people will be judged. It may be disturbing to see how similar these sins are to the situation in our nation today. Hopefully, we as Christians will be stirred enough so that we will take action by our prayers, voicing our concerns to government officials through letters or any other means available.

The Six Woes

The first woe involves greedy persons with an insatiable lust for materialism and greed. In Isaiah’s day people were farmers, but the greed of the big landowners was squeezing out the poor man (see Isaiah 5:8-10). God’s judgment against these “land hogs” warns that expanded land will not yield bumper crops and that there will be a famine that will destroy many.

Have you been in the market for a new home recently? Or have you looked closely at some of the new housing projects—especially in Southern California? Have you noticed how many homes are crammed into one project? Yet prices continue to rise so that young families can hardly afford them.

The second woe (see Isaiah 5:11-17) points to drunken carousers and those who live only for pleasure. Their sins led to a lack of, or a deadening of, spiritual perception. Even more disturbing is that prophets and priests were also deeply involved in this disgraceful activity (see Isaiah 28:7-8). Punishment would be exile.

The third sin against which the woe is leveled is against those who were flaunting their sins because of unbelief (see Isaiah 5:18-19). This is an illustration of a nation giving itself to sin without shame or conscience. The people blatantly challenged God to do anything about their sin. No penalty is mentioned here, but that omission is also frightening.

The fourth woe deals with those who fail to distinguish between good and evil, righteousness and unrighteousness (see Isaiah 5:20). They justify evil by substituting man’s values for God’s moral standards, and make no distinction between what honors the Lord or that which defies Him.

The fifth woe involves the sin of pride (see Isaiah 5:21). This is a sin we all need to guard against. The Bible says pride and haughtiness is a sin God hates (see Proverbs 6:16-17). Also, “Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall” (Proverbs 16:18).

The last woe (see Isaiah 5:22-23) is similar to the second. It is addressed against judges who, because of their drinking habits, were incapable of being honest and fair in their courtrooms. Instead of handling trials with integrity, they “acquit the guilty for a bribe, but deny justice to the innocent” (Isaiah 5:23). The prophet Micah said of other leaders of Judah: “Her leaders judge for a bribe, her priests teach for a price, and her prophets tell fortunes for money. Yet they lean upon the Lord and say, ‘Is not the Lord among us? No disaster will come upon us’” (Micah 3:11). How easy it is to be blinded by Satan as he lulls us into complacency!

Points to Ponder

After repeatedly reading God’s warnings of coming judgment for Judah, do you have a deep concern for our nation? I do. Many of God’s accusations against the Israelites are obviously not too different from conditions in America today. We are a nation founded on Judeo-Christian principles, but we hardly need to be reminded that, like Judah, we also have slipped far from our early beginnings.

Despite God repeating warnings of coming judgment, Judah was very complacent about her fallen spiritual condition—not too different from our day. Yet if God promised judgment to Judah, what about our nation?

What can we do? We need to earnestly ask God to show each one of us how we might become more alert to issues of concern to Him. How can we make our voices heard about issues that trample Christians’ beliefs? If we are complacent, we must ask Him to forgive us and to make us more aware of what is going on all around us.

In Family News from Dr. James Dobson, April 1997, Dr. Dobson presented some very disturbing news. Are you aware that the Christian Church around the world is being persecuted? According to Dobson most Christians are not aware of this, and the media as well as most in the Church have refused to admit it. Did you know that an estimated 160,000 believers were martyred in 1996 and countless others suffered unimaginable horrors? Or that a pastor in Ethiopia was imprisoned for more than 25 years for his faith? Did you know that our State Immigration Service refused request for asylum to him, claiming that “there is no persecution of Christians in Ethiopia”?

These are frightening truths. If God is to continue to bless our nation we need to speak out, to write or call our senators and congressmen. Most urgently, we need to pray daily for God’s guidance and mercy.

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

· Each day the assigned Scripture may include long passages. If necessary you may read only the specific portions cited for each question. If you have more time, you may wish to read the entire assigned passage.

First Day: Read the commentary on Isaiah 1:10—5:30.

1.
What helpful or new thought did you find in the commentary or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you chose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible). The suggested memory verse is Isaiah 12:4, or you may select another verse.

Second Day: Read Isaiah 7:1-9.

1.
Syria (or Aram) and Israel (Ephraim) formed a confederacy against Ahaz, now king on the throne in Judah. How did King Ahaz and the people of Judah feel about an attempted attack against Jerusalem? See Isaiah 7:1-2.

2.
God had a message for Ahaz that Isaiah was to deliver. In your own words write what God said. See Isaiah 7:4.

3.
a.
What descriptive name did God call the two kings of Syria and Israel that showed their power meant nothing? See Isaiah 7:4.

b.
Personal: Are you in a difficult situation? How do Isaiah’s words encourage you to trust God?

4.
What was the goal or plot Syria and Israel planned against Ahaz? See Isaiah 7:5-6.

5.
Challenge: Read Isaiah 7:9 in more than one Bible version if possible. The New King James translates verse 9 this way: “If you will not believe, Surely you will not be established.” How could King Ahaz find inner peace with God during this fearful time when the enemies threatened him?

6.
Personal: How could John 16:33 be of help when trouble and fear come your way?

Third Day: Read Isaiah 7:10-25.

1.
God sent another message to Ahaz. What did God ask the king to do? How did King Ahaz respond? See Isaiah 7:11-12.

2.
a.
Ahaz’s response sounds very pious, but there is a deeper reason for his reply. Read 2 Kings 16:7-8 to find the real reason for his answer.

b.
Based on his answer and payment, in whom did Ahaz really trust?

3.
What sign did Isaiah say God would send? See Isaiah 7:13-17.

4.
Read Matthew 1:22-23. What does the name Immanuel mean?

5.
Personal: How does Hebrews 13:5-8 help you to understand the name Immanuel? If you care to, share with someone how you feel about this truth.

Fourth Day: Read Isaiah 8:1-12.

1.
What was Isaiah to do that would be another sign that Judah’s enemies would be destroyed? See Isaiah 8:1-3.

2.
The long name in Isaiah 8:1,3 is the name of Isaiah’s son. How soon was the prophecy of destruction to be fulfilled? See Isaiah 8:4.

3.
a.
Re-read Isaiah 8:5-8. Isaiah’s words were very descriptive. The “waters of Shiloah” (verse 6) refer to God, and the flood (verse 7) means Assyria. What sins of the people did God point out in verse 6 as a reason for their punishment?

b.
What punishment would Judah receive according to verses 7-8?

4.
What was God’s special warning for Isaiah in verses 11 and 12?

5.
Personal: How could Psalm 84:11-12 be an encouragement to you when you are tempted to follow the majority opinion? If possible, share with your group an instance in which God honored your testimony and actions as you acted in obedience to him.

Fifth Day: Read Isaiah 8:13—10:4.
1.
a.
According to Isaiah 8:14 God is a stone that causes men to stumble. Look up the following Scriptures, which refer to verse 14, and tell how to avoid stumbling.


Romans 9:33


1 Peter 2:6-8

b.
Personal: Have you received Christ by faith? If you have, know that the stone who is Jesus Christ will never disappoint you.

2.
Challenge: Read Isaiah 9:1-3. There are several promises to occur in the future that should comfort the people of Judah. What are the promises?

3.
Read the following verses. Who is the child referred to in Isaiah’s prophecy?

Isaiah 9:6-7

Matthew 1:23-25

Luke 1:34-35

4.
According to Isaiah 10:1-2 both Judah and Israel were reprimanded for their sins. What sins did the Lord mention?

5.
a.
The following Scriptures give additional information about the Lord, besides warnings and judgment. Look up each one and write what you find.


Psalm 86:15


Lamentations 3:22-23


Isaiah 30:18

b.
Personal: How do these verses encourage you? Think of someone who needs this encouragement and share it with them today.

Sixth Day: Read Isaiah 10-12.

1.
In Isaiah 10:5-6 we find that God sent Assyria to discipline Judah and Israel. What was the king of Assyria’s intent as he went against these two nations? See Isaiah 10:7.

2.
a.
Why would God punish the king of Assyria according to Isaiah 10:12-13?

b.
In Isaiah 10:33-34 the prophet refers to Assyria (Lebanon) as a forest. What will happen to Assyria?

3.
a.
In Isaiah 11 the prophet looks far into the future and describes the reign of Jesus Christ when He has returned to establish His kingdom on earth. How does Isaiah describe the remnant (the faithful believers) in Isaiah 11:1?

b.
Describe Christ’s reign of justice based on Isaiah 11:2-5.

4.
How will the animal world differ in that day compared to our present time? See Isaiah 11:6-9.

5.
Challenge: Read Isaiah 12. This is a song of praise to God after He has established His kingdom in Christ.

a.
How would you entitle the song? What is its theme? Choose a few favorite thoughts or phrases and write them here.

b.
What does Isaiah 12:6 say about the Jewish nation (people of Zion) and their response to Jesus in that day?

6.
Personal: Do you ever sing your thanks and praise to the Lord? Why not write a prayer or song of praise here, and sing it to the Lord if you wish.

Isaiah Lesson 4
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Isaiah Chapters 7-12

Do we sometimes create our own problems? If you are a parent of young children or teens perhaps you agree that we do. As an adult you see the end result if the child follows wrong actions. But what about adults? Are some of our problems the result of our strong wills? We know, for example, that we are to deny self and follow Christ (see Luke 9:23), but human nature sometimes responds, “No one tells me what to do! I will do it my way.”

In this lesson we will observe the results of a young king who allowed stubborn pride and personal independence to take control and how that affected an entire nation.

A Frightened Nation

To gain an accurate concept of some of the problems confronting Isaiah in this period we need to look briefly at the local situation. In Isaiah chapters 1-5 the prophet focused on the spiritual needs of the people. Here his focus is on the political problems that faced Judah and the failures of the nation’s leaders to trust the Lord.

Up to this point King Jotham had been trying to keep his kingdom intact, but Syria was threatening Judah from the northeast. A big concern was powerful Assyria, which threatened many smaller nations. At King Jotham’s death, after a 16-year reign, his son, Ahaz, took the throne.

According to 2 Kings 16 Ahaz was everything his father was not. The Bible says, “he did not do what was right in the eyes of the Lord his God” (2 Kings 16:2). Ahaz was an idolater and made images of Baal worship. “He burned sacrifices… and sacrificed his sons in the fire” (2 Chronicles 28:3). Ahaz was somewhat of a weakling in administrative duties and joined the political party he felt afforded him the greatest power. Throughout Isaiah 7-9 one of the main tasks of the prophet was to calm the fears of the people as one calamity after another threatened.

A Message of Hope

Isaiah 7-12 has a series of prophecies and warnings from God that include local conditions of that day as well as events that would come in the distant future. Isaiah 7:1-9 describes frightening news in Judah. An attack had been attempted on Jerusalem by Rezin, king of Syria (Aram) and Pekah, king of northern Israel (Ephraim). Although the attempt failed, the news spread quickly throughout the land, as well as the fact that Syria and Israel had formed a confederacy. Both Ahaz and the people “trembled with fear, just as trees shake in a storm” (Isaiah 7:2, NLT).

God, aware of their fear, told Isaiah to take his son Shear-Jashub (meaning “a remnant will return”) and deliver a message to Ahaz who was out inspecting Jerusalem’s water system. If the city would be under siege, the king wanted to make sure there was enough water within the city walls for the duration. God’s encouragement to King Ahaz was that the attack would not happen and he was “to stop worrying. Tell him he doesn’t need to fear” (Isaiah 7:4, NLT). In God’s eyes these kings, whom He called “two smoldering stubs of firewood” (Isaiah 7:4), were no threat. Both of them died two years later. What a difference for Judah if only Ahaz had believed God, but he did not.

In his message to Ahaz God revealed the plot of Israel and Syria. The two nations had joined forces in an attempt to conquer Judah, dispose of Ahaz and substitute an unknown foreigner, a puppet, “[making] the son of Tabeel king over it” (Isaiah 7:6). Thus God promised, “It will not happen” (Isaiah 7:7). He was still in control. In fact, within 65 years Israel would be completely shattered and Syria would be helpless against that great enemy, Assyria, who later defeated Syria in 734 b.c. and invaded Israel in 722 b.c.

After these words of encouragement Ahaz was challenged: “If you do not stand firm in your faith, you will not stand at all” (Isaiah 7:9). Over and over Ahaz was given an opportunity to repent and turn to the Lord for guidance. Unfortunately, his lack of faith in the living God was one of Ahaz’s many problems.

Isaiah then delivered the rest of God’s message to Ahaz: “Ask me for a sign, Ahaz, to prove that I [God] will crush your enemies as I have promised” (Isaiah 7:11, NLT). Ahaz, however, rejected God’s invitation saying, “I will not put the Lord to the test” (Isaiah 7:12).

The king’s answer sounds very pious, right? True, the law of Moses did say, “Do not test the Lord your God” (Deuteronomy 6:16). The truth of the matter was that Ahaz had already secretly made a treaty with Assyria for protection (see 2 Kings 16:7-9). Thereby he demonstrated he trusted Assyria for security far more than he trusted God. In view of the situation he had created for himself, how could he now ask God for a sign? Being a skeptic and doubter, Ahaz made a very poor choice that had tragic results for himself and Judah.

What a difference between Ahaz’s choice and the choice of a mother in Florida. In his book, A Call to Holy Living, Bruce Larson relates the true account of Judy Lawson, mother of six. Her oldest son was killed by Richard Wine during a drug deal. Wine shot him with a 12-gauge shotgun at point-blank range.

That mother faced a tremendous choice. Judy was a Christian, and the Holy Spirit obviously empowered her to decide as she did. When Wine was arrested she began praying for him. She said she made this choice because she did not want hate, anger or revenge as her master. Her prayer was to be enabled to see Wine as God saw him.

At the trial Judy met Wine, but when she tried to speak with him he turned away. For the next four years Judy faithfully wrote to Wine in prison, often telling him of God’s love. Wine later said, “In return I wrote back any perverted thing I could think of.”

When Wine was put into solitary confinement his only reading material was the Bible. He read it from cover to cover in 11 days! Through His Word, God reached into the heart of Wine who became a born-again believer, thanks to a mother’s godly choice.

A Sign

In view of Ahaz’s rejection of God’s invitation, Isaiah spoke to the people—“the house of David” (see Isaiah 7:13-16). God was not to be thwarted and He gave a sign concerning “Immanuel,” meaning “God with us” (see Isaiah 7:14). The ultimate fulfillment of Immanuel would, of course, occur more than 700 years later, as is verified in the Gospel of Matthew: “All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: ‘The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel’—which means, ‘God with us’” (Matthew 1:22-23).

The final fulfillment is the key doctrine of the Christian Church. Jesus Christ had to be born of a virgin by the Holy Spirit (see Luke 1:26-38) apart from human generation. The Lord Jesus Christ existed at the time of creation (see John 1:1-5) and long before the birth of His human mother, Mary. Jesus Himself said He came down from heaven into the world (see John 3:13; 6:37-38), which is different from just being born in the world. God the Father sent His Son Jesus into the world through a human mother but not a human father (see Matthew 1:16,18,20).

Despite all of the warnings and a sign from God, Ahaz did not turn from his own way and continued to refuse to trust God. That lack of trust meant Judah would suffer from the very nation—Assyria—whom Ahaz trusted (see Isaiah 7:17).

Isaiah used four descriptive illustrations to deliver God’s message concerning the devastation in Judah resulting from the coming invasion. First, Assyrian troops would invade Judah in huge numbers like flies and bees, and escape from them would be impossible (see Isaiah 7:18-19). Second, the king of Assyria would humiliate Ahaz: “In that day the Lord will take this ‘razor’— these Assyrians you have hired to protect you— and use it to shave off everything: your land, your crops, and your people” (Isaiah 7:20, NLT). You will recall we said earlier that Ahaz made a secret treaty and, when he did, he took silver and gold from the Temple and sent it to the king of Assyria (see 2 Kings 16:7-8).

Isaiah’s third word-picture of the disaster is in Isaiah 7:21-22. The enemy invasion would prohibit the people from working in their fields, thus they would eat “curds and honey.” Fourth, because of the destruction of the vineyards and farmlands, the land would be covered with “briers and thorns” (see Isaiah 7:23-25).

Misplaced Faith

Although Ahaz refused to ask God for a sign, the Lord continued reaching out to this godless king. He told Isaiah to make a huge sign (see Isaiah 8:1) and display it for Ahaz and all Judah to see. On the sign Isaiah was to write the name Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz meaning “quick to plunder, swift to the spoil.” This was the name of Isaiah’s second son. According to Isaiah 8:18 the meaning of the names of Isaiah’s sons were signs to Judah and thus were important.

The name of Isaiah’s son with the long name was given and recorded in the Temple records before the child was born. The name was to show that the capitol of Syria, Damascus, was to be destroyed by Assyria, and Israel was to be invaded before the child was old enough to talk (see Isaiah 8:3-4). The prophecy was fulfilled at that exact time. In 732 b.c., about two years after the birth of Isaiah’s second son, both kings Pekah and Resin were dead. Syria had been conquered and Assyria was preparing to invade Israel (see 2 Kings 15:29). Just as Ahaz had to choose, now the people were faced with a choice. Many who were pro-Assyrian believed the victories over Syria and Israel must surely prove that an alliance with powerful Assyria was the best way to go.

Isaiah again used word-pictures in Isaiah 8:5-22 to show the rulers of Judah the danger of wrong choices. Instead of trusting the Lord, described as “the gently flowing waters of Shiloah” (Isaiah 8:6), the people chose Assyria, depicted as “the mighty floodwaters” (Isaiah 8:7). They did not realize the mighty flood would sweep into the land and destroy Israel and devastate Judah with waters “reaching up to the neck” (Isaiah 8:8).

With so many voices clamoring opinions, God warned Isaiah, “Do not under any circumstances go along with the plans of Judah to surrender to Syria and Israel” (Isaiah 8:11, TLB).

It is so easy to be swayed by the opinions and voices of the crowd when big issues arise. God’s words to Isaiah are as important for us today as they were to the people of Judah: “Do not fear anything except the LORD Almighty… If you fear him, you need fear nothing else” (Isaiah 8:13, NLT). Isaiah compared God to a sanctuary but to those who reject Him, He is “a rock that makes them fall” (Isaiah 8:14).

Despite all the warnings and pleading during this crisis, many of the people turned to demons for guidance (see Isaiah 8:19-22), thereby hurling themselves into greater darkness. This pattern of turning to the occult is still very evident in our day. Why, with the gospel going out via radio, television and the printed page, not to mention churches in every village, town and city, would people still consult horoscopes and other occult media for guidance?

It came as a great shock to me, when looking through Speaker’s Sourcebook of New Illustrations by Virgil Hurley, to read about an occult practitioner who believes she is a channel through whom a Barbie doll responds to inquiries! This person advertises in psychic magazines and for a small fee offers her services. What is even more astonishing is that people respond to this preposterous idea and request information from the occult practitioner concerning future events, careers and personal relationships. Reports are that the woman receives stacks of mail. It is difficult to believe that, in this enlightened age and in a nation founded on Judeo-Christian principles, people would stoop to respond. Truly, Satan is a liar and the father of lies (see John 8:44), and he has “blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ” (2 Corinthians 4:4).

The Coming Messiah

What a blessing to read the prophecy of the “great light” (Isaiah 9:2), Jesus Christ, after the dismal darkness that ended chapter 8. In view of the fact that in Isaiah’s day these prophecies were still in the future, God’s people were still in for a time of gloom and suffering due to their rebellion against God. The good news of Isaiah 9 is that one day “there will be no more gloom for those… in distress” (Isaiah 9:1).

Once again, as in Isaiah 7, the two comings of Christ to earth appear together in Isaiah 9:6-9. Of course, His birth as a Child occurred long ago in Bethlehem. His universal reign is in the future when He returns to earth at the Second Coming. In Isaiah 9:6—”For to us a child is born”—His two natures are revealed: His deity as our Savior, and His humanity. He came into the world as a Man: spirit, soul and body, born as the Son of Mary, a virgin, but He was without a human father—His humanity. He is the Son of God, given in grace for our redemption (see John 3:16), which reveals His deity. He joined His deity and humanity, though without sin, and became fully God and Man.

At the Second Coming “the government will be on his shoulders” (Isaiah 9:6). This prophecy was not fulfilled when He came as a Babe in Bethlehem. The descriptive names of Christ (see Isaiah 9:6) reveal His unique divine-human character, just as each facet of a diamond reflects its beauty.

Christ will be called “Wonderful.” When He comes to earth to reign He will end all rebellion. Rest assured as Wonderful Ruler there will be many fabulous, spectacular events during His reign. He is also “Counselor,” and He has a divine plan that is surely a wonder. He has the wisdom to rule fairly. The apostle Paul mentioned this name in Romans 11:34 and asks “Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been his counselor?” Christ is omniscient and has no need for a counselor.

“The Mighty God” means He is omnipotent. What a mind-boggling thought that a tiny baby cradled in Mary’s arms had the power to create and then to hold the universe together! Jesus said, “All authority [power] in heaven and on earth has been given to me” (Matthew 28:18).

As the “Everlasting Father,” our Savior is also the Creator. “For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him” (Colossians 1:16). From the beginning He is the Everlasting Father.

“Prince of Peace” implies His rule of peace not only in the hearts of all believers (see Philippians 4:7), but when Christ returns to reign we will enjoy everlasting peace (see Isaiah 26:3, Romans 5:1).

Judgment of Israel

Isaiah 9:8—10:4 focuses on the local situation of that day. Isaiah’s prophecies had been directed mainly at Judah, but God also had warnings for the corrupt northern kingdom of Israel referred to here as “Jacob.” Throughout this section is a refrain: “Yet for all this, his anger is not turned away, his hand is still upraised” (Isaiah 9:12, 17, 21; 10:4). While Isaiah was speaking to Israel, Judah would also be warned that God does not overlook sin. All of the warnings of judgment, if not heeded, would be fulfilled when the Assyrians invaded. The people were warned about their pride in assuming that the present danger was short-lived and that Judah could rebuild and be better than ever (see Isaiah 9:9-12). They would be judged for stubbornness in refusing to repent (see Isaiah 9:13-17); their refusal would result in civil war, and starvation would spread like forest fire (see Isaiah 9:18-21). Finally, exile would come for the ruthless ruling class who exploited their subjects (see Isaiah 10:1-4).

Note the three questions God asked: “What will you do on the day of reckoning, when disaster comes from afar? To whom will you run for help? Where will you leave your riches?” (Isaiah 10:3). These questions speak volumes to all of us. The bottom line is, if God’s Word does not bring us to repentance, He will judge and punish. Yes, God is long-suffering, but to tempt Him by an indifferent, careless attitude is playing with fire. The Bible warns, “It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God” (Hebrews 10:31).

Woe to Assyria!

Judah and Jerusalem would be judged, but the king of Assyria was not exempt from punishment. Yes, the Assyrians were God’s tool of judgment for His people, but things got out of hand. They became boastful and their king believed their impressive victories were a result of his wisdom and skill. Ruthlessly, Assyria trampled all over Judah and Israel (see Isaiah 10:13-15). The “wasting disease” (Isaiah 10:16) was a dreaded disease the angel of the Lord took into the Assyrian camp, causing 185,000 men to die that night (see 2 Kings 19:35). The mighty Assyria, which created such fear for Judah and Israel, trampling these two nations underfoot, was still under God’s control despite its military strength.

From history we learn that in 1812 Napoleon, emperor of France, proudly boasted of his military strength: “I have observed that God is usually on the side of the strongest battalions” as he confidently prepared to invade Russia. He prepared to launch his first battle with 600,000 men. From his past record and from man’s viewpoint, France would indeed be victorious as they won one battle after another and proceeded on to Moscow. Napoleon and his men, however, were in for a surprise. God sent a snowstorm in which thousands of French soldiers died. Strong battalion or not, France lost that battle—Russia was the victor!

Alexander of Russia was well aware to whom he and all of Russia were to give glory for this amazing victory. It is reported that Alexander had the words of Psalm 115:1 inscribed on a commemorative plaque: “Not to us, O Lord, not to us but to your name be the glory, because of your love and faithfulness.”

As Isaiah so clearly teaches, it is God who controls and judges all nations—even Assyria (and America!). The prophet announced another precious promise from the Lord: “Then at last those left in Israel and Judah will trust the LORD, the Holy One of Israel. They will no longer depend on the Assyrians, who would destroy them. A remnant of them will return to the Mighty God” (Isaiah 10:20-21, NLT). The good news is that the Lord is ready to forgive and uphold all who put their trust in Him—not in human leaders or nations—but in His power and love.

Isaiah 10:32-33 describes the Assyrians’ advancement as they sweep across the land. Just as they are in sight of their goal they halt at Nob outside of Jerusalem. Isaiah, in his own descriptive style, says the Lord will then “lop off the boughs [of Assyria]” and He will cut the nation down. Assyria will fall “before the Mighty One” (Isaiah 10:34).

A New Branch

By God’s empowerment Isaiah again looks into the far distant future to the promise of the peaceful reign of Jesus Christ when He returns at the Second Coming. He describes the type of program Jesus Christ will have.

Isaiah’s analogy refers to Christ as a tender shoot coming out of a seemingly dead tree stump: “A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit” (Isaiah 11:1). Jesse was King David’s father and out of that family the Messiah would come (see Romans 1:3; Revelation 5:5).

Christ and the Spirit of God will reign with justice (see Isaiah 11:1-5), and there will be harmony and peace even in nature and the animal kingdom (see Isaiah 11:6-9). In that day the “Root of Jesse” will become a banner gathering His people from the nations where they have been in exile (43:5-6). This promise was partly fulfilled when the exiled Jews returned to their land after the Babylonian captivity, but the ultimate fulfillment will be at the end of the age when God regathers His people (see Isaiah 49:22,23; 56:7,8; Matthew 24:31; Romans 11:25-29). In that day when God calls His people back, “There will be a highway for the remnant of his people that is left from Assyria” (Isaiah 11:16). When God will reach out His hand a second time (see Isaiah 11:11) to gather His people, they will travel back in victory and joy on a highway free from all obstructions (see Isaiah 49:11; 57:14; 62:10).

The Song of Joy

Isaiah 12 gives us the song of joy and victory that will come from the hearts of the redeemed people in “that day” under the righteous reign of the Lord Jesus Christ. According to many biblical scholars, this refers to the time after the Tribulation is past and Israel has entered the Messiah’s kingdom. Here the people are praising and worshipping God for their amazing salvation.

Points to Ponder

Isaiah 7-12 presents a truth that speaks clearly to people of our day. The apostle Paul said it this way: “Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man [or a nation] reaps what he sows. The one who sows to please his sinful nature, from that nature will reap destruction; the one who sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life” (Galatians 6:7-8).

Ahaz trusted Assyria and we learned what he reaped. The people of Judah and Israel, in spite of repeated warnings, sowed unbelief, complacency and pride, and only a small remnant was saved. Assyria and its king sowed to self and power; their “harvest” was destruction of a nation.

Modern man readily acknowledges the physical laws in the universe that cannot be ignored without grave consequences. The popular view in schools and universities, however, is that “all truth is relative.” Not so, according to God’s Word. He does not wink at sin! Thank God, as Christians, we too can say, “Surely God is my salvation; I will trust and not be afraid. The Lord… is my strength and my song” (Isaiah 12:2).

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

· Each day the assigned Scripture may include long passages. If necessary you may read only the specific portions cited for each question. If you have more time, you may wish to read the entire assigned passage.
First Day: Read the commentary on Isaiah 7-12.

1.
What helpful or new thought did you find in the commentary or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you chose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible). The suggested memory verse is Proverbs 11:2, or you may select another verse.

Note: Eleven nations are warned of coming judgment. The words “oracle” or “burden” refer to the warnings. The New Living Translation would be helpful here.

Second Day: Read Isaiah 13:1-19.

1.
What sins will the entire world be judged for by God on the day of judgment, which Isaiah calls “the Day of the Lord”? See Isaiah 13:11.

2.
According to Isaiah 13:17, whom did God choose to do His work against Babylon, the first nation to be warned?

3.
What was to happen to Babylon? See Isaiah 13:19.

4.
Challenge: Read Genesis 19:1-28. What happened to the two cities of Sodom and Gomorrah?

5.
Pride can keep us from confessing our sins. Read Psalm 32:1-5. How did David feel when he failed to confess his sin?

6.
Personal: Read Psalm 32:6-11. Pause and reflect. Ask the Lord to show you any unconfessed sins in your life, and ask Him to forgive and to cleanse.

Third Day: Read Isaiah 13:19—14:32.

1.
Describe what Isaiah predicted about the area after Babylon’s destruction by the Medes. See Isaiah 13:19-22.

2.
While God warned Babylon of coming destruction, what was His promise to Israel (Jacob)? See Isaiah 14:1-3.

3.
Re-read Isaiah 14:11. Although the king of Babylon was very arrogant and proud, what was in store for him at his death?

4.
Challenge: In Isaiah 14:12-14 the prophet saw not only the fall of the king of Babylon but the boasting of Satan. List the “I will” phrases of Satan.

5.
This boasting is a picture of man’s original sin. What do the following verses say about the sinful nature of mankind?

Isaiah 53:6

Romans 3:23

6.
Personal: Read Romans 6:23. Because of the blood of Jesus we can have forgiveness. If you know the Lord has forgiven you, write a prayer or thank-you note to Him expressing your gratitude.

Fourth Day: Read Isaiah 15-16.

1.
Moab will suffer greatly when Assyria invades its land. Summarize in your own words what the people will suffer in their cities of Ar and Kir. See Isaiah 15:1-5.

2.
Apparently, as was customary, Assyria plugged up springs and rivers in Moab. What happened to the land of Moab when Assyria did that? See Isaiah 15:6.

3.
Moabites were fugitives in Edom, ruled by Judah at that time. Read Isaiah 16:3-4a. What special favor did the Moabites want from Judah?

4.
Challenge: Because of pride (see Isaiah 16:6) Moab refused to submit to requirements for Judah to grant their favor. How did Isaiah feel about Moab’s coming destruction despite the fact they were Judah’s enemies? See Isaiah 16:9-11.

5.
Read Isaiah 16:14. When was the prophecy against Moab to be fulfilled?

6.
Personal: What guidance could you gain from Proverbs 20:22 and 24:17-18 for a mature response toward persons of whom you are not fond?

Fifth Day: Read Isaiah 17-18.

1. In Isaiah 17 the prophet warned Damascus (Syria) and Ephraim (the northern Israelite kingdom). Turn back to Isaiah 7:8. What did God warn would happen to Ephraim?

2.
What descriptive names for God did Isaiah use that could have encouraged the people in Isaiah 17:3, 6, 7a and 7b?

3.
What undeniable reason did Isaiah give for Ephraim’s destruction in Isaiah 17:10a?

4.
Compare Isaiah 17:7 with Romans 11:26. How is God’s mercy shown in these two verses?

5.
Personal: Read John 10:28-30. What encouraging message does the Lord promise to you as His follower?

Sixth Day: Read Isaiah 19-23.

1.
a.
“In that day,” a phrase referring to the time Christ will establish His Kingdom, many amazing events will occur in areas that today seem impossible. What change will occur in Egypt, a Muslim nation, according to Isaiah 19:21?

b.
Re-read Isaiah 19:23-25. What other great event does Isaiah say will occur?

2.
What was Isaiah feeling according to Isaiah 22:4?

3.
a.
In Isaiah 22:6-11 Isaiah tells of the preparation the people would finally make for the coming destruction. What important act did they fail to do in their preparation? (See Isaiah 22:11.)

b.
Read Isaiah 22:12-13. What did God want the people to do and what was their response?

c.
Personal: In what ways do you see this same attitude expressed today?

4.
a.
Read Isaiah 23:8-9. Who planned the destruction against the proud traders of Tyre?

b.
What underlying sin was responsible for their destruction? (See Isaiah 23:9.)

c.
Read Ezekiel 28:1,2. What was the attitude of the king of Tyre?

5.
Personal: God is in control. How does Proverbs 21:2,3,21 remind you of this truth?

Isaiah Lesson 5
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Isaiah Chapters 13-23

There is an old adage that says, “Man proposes, but God disposes.” Many years ago in a history class the professor frequently said that the word “history” should really be two words. For an accurate account of past events the word should be “His Story.” The professor was absolutely convinced that history was truly the account of God’s dealings with man, and he based his conviction upon the apostle Paul’s words: “From one man [God] made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times set for them and the exact places where they should live” (Acts 17:26). In the next chapters of Isaiah we will find that God was truly dealing with the nations of the world of that day.

Oracles Against Nations

Up to this time the focal point of Isaiah’s ministry has been proclaiming God’s word to his own people of Judah and to Jerusalem, the capital. That focus changes somewhat in chapters 13-23 when Isaiah, like other prophets such as Jeremiah and Ezekiel, includes not only Judah but also some Gentile nations. Isaiah includes 10 Gentile nations in these chapters.

Throughout these 11 chapters three principles stand out. First, is God’s absolute justice as He holds every nation accountable for its action. Second, the fact that each nation met its destiny as prophesied  leaves no doubt that the Bible is the Word of God. What He promises, He will do! Third, God plays no favorites. He judges sin no matter who commits it.

These 11 chapters are called the Book of Oracles Against the Nations. Some Bible versions use the word “burden” rather than “oracles.” The Amplified Bible introduces each oracle with the phrase: “The mournful, inspired prediction—a burden to be lifted up—concerning…” According to The Wycliffe Bible Commentary, the Hebrew word for burden or oracle signifies a “lifting up of the voice of the prophet” and a warning of what God’s message was. Prophets did not have an easy task because their messages often announced destruction of cities and the deaths of thousands.

The 11 nations in this section of Isaiah all had contact with Israel in some way. Some were neighbors, others caused great suffering for Israel. History verifies that most of these prophetic judgments from Isaiah have been fulfilled. The important underlying message is that Isaiah saw more than the rise and fall of nations. He also saw a vision of the “day of the Lord” (see Isaiah 13:6,9,13), when God’s wrath would come upon the whole world (see Isaiah 13:11).

Babylon

The first city to appear in Isaiah’s vision concerning an oracle was Babylon (see Isaiah 13:1—14:23; 21:1-10). The oracle refers to local situations as well as events to come during the time of God’s final judgment in the future.

The fact that Babylonia (modern Iraq) is the first nation on the list is no coincidence. Babylon was the place where idolatry originated, and throughout the Old Testament was often used as the term for the pagan world-system in opposition to God. That record began in Genesis 11 when people moved to Shinar right after the Flood and built the Tower of Babel there.

From Isaiah 13:1-5 it is clear that it is God who is responsible for the oracle against Babylon: “The Lord Almighty is mustering an army for war” (Isaiah 13:4). When God punished Judah and Israel, He would use Assyria as His tool (see Isaiah 10:5,12-14). In dealing with Babylon God promised, “I will stir up against them the Medes” (Isaiah 13:17). The Medes are descendants of Noah’s son Japheth (see Genesis 10:1, 2), inhabitants of what is now northwestern Iran. God is sovereign and He uses whatever means necessary to accomplish His purpose. Here He would use the Medes, though they were pagans.

It is interesting that at the time Isaiah saw the vision of Babylon, the city had not yet reached its peak as a world power and place of beauty. In fact, in that day it was completely overshadowed by Assyria. That means Isaiah gave the warning at least 100 years before Babylon became famous!

In the century that followed, Babylon gained the status of the greatest city of ancient history. It became the greatest center of trade, architecture, art and astronomy of that time. There were elaborate temples and palaces filled with gold. The famous hanging gardens that King Nebuchadnezzar had built for his Median wife were on the terraced roof of the palace.

Isaiah warned: “Babylon, the jewel of kingdoms, the glory of the Babylonians’ pride, will be overthrown by God like Sodom and Gomorrah” (Isaiah 13:19). In view of the description we gain from history describing the city, it is no wonder Isaiah called Babylon “the jewel of kingdoms, the glory of the Babylonians’ pride.”

World history reveals that Babylon was completely destroyed in 689 b.c. by Assyrian King Sennacherib and his army, but was rebuilt in 539 b.c. Although Babylon was later captured by Darius the Mede (see Daniel 5:31), he did not destroy it. Centuries and some high points later, the city began to decline and finally faded away, never to be rebuilt after the death of Alexander the Great.

Isaiah 13:20-21 is special to me. Some years ago I visited the ruins of Babylon. How exciting to tramp through the area! But it became rather eerie toward sundown. One could feel a restlessness, bordering on fear, among the native workers. Then came the announcement for us to board our tour bus because our driver had to go to a nearby village to verify our train reservations for later that night. We wanted to roam around at the ruins until he returned but that request was vehemently denied.

Later we learned that no Arab, even those employed by archeologists, will pitch his tent within the area of the ruins after sundown. They will only camp outside of the area. I was reminded of Isaiah 13:20-21 and God’s words: “No Arab will pitch his tent there, no shepherd will rest his flocks there.”

I had many memorable experiences on that tour but none made a deeper impression. Eons ago God warned that Babylon would be destroyed and become desolate. And believe me, it is! To describe my feelings in that area, evidence of disaster all around, is impossible. On the tour I had been in places that were sacred because God’s promises had been fulfilled there. But these ruins were a fulfillment of His punishment for man’s failure to heed His call.

A Fallen King

While Babylon was destined to fall, the people of God would emerge victorious in the end (see Isaiah 14:1-2).

Isaiah 14:4-23 is a taunt-song, or a poem of ridicule against a great king whose pride led to destruction (see Isaiah 14:4). It begins with victory (see Isaiah 14:3-8), then shifts to a scene of a grave where the mighty king’s wealth and power are gone. He is now on a level with all within the place of the dead (see Isaiah 14:11). Satan had gained such power behind the throne that the king, who had become his puppet, believed he was above all and responsible to no one.

In the fall of Babylon’s king, Isaiah saw not only the defeat of a man and his mighty empire, but the prophet compared it to the defeat of Satan: “How you have fallen from heaven, O morning star, son of the dawn! You have been cast down to the earth, you who once laid low the nations” (see Isaiah 14:12).

The Bible does not indicate when Satan was defeated, but Jesus said He saw Satan fall from heaven (see Luke 10:18). In his book, Angels, God’s Secret Agents, Billy Graham says that prior to his rebellion, Satan (Lucifer) was an angel of light and he is described in that state in Ezekiel 28:12-17. Many prominent biblical scholars agree. We do know Satan rebelled and wanted to usurp God’s throne and claim for himself the worship reserved for God (see Matthew 4:8). Note Satan’s pride and arrogance in strategy: “I will ascend to heaven; I will raise my throne… I will make myself like the Most High” (Isaiah 14:13-14). Like the king of Babylon, however, defeat and humiliation will one day come to Satan (see Revelation 12). Furthermore, he will one day be cast into a lake of fire and will “be tormented day and night for ever and ever” (Revelation 20:10).

Arrogance and pride may become a way of life for nations or individuals, but God is still in control. Hear His words: “The terror you inspire and the pride of your heart have deceived you, you who live in the clefts of the rocks, who occupy the heights of the hill. Though you build your nest as high as the eagle’s, from there I will bring you down” (Jeremiah 49:16).

Assyria

Isaiah 14:24-27 briefly reaffirms what was stated in chapter 10, that God would use Assyria to discipline Judah (see Isaiah 10:5). While God’s purpose was discipline, Assyria was out to destroy. She overstepped God’s plan and treated the Jews like dirt, plundered their land and boasted about her victory (see Isaiah 10:8-14).

Assyria’s day of judgment would ultimately come. God said, “I will break the Assyrians when they are in Israel; I will trample them… My people will no longer be their slaves” (Isaiah 14:25, NLT). The collapse of Assyria was an event that affected all of the then known world.

Philistia

The prophecy against Philistia—the Philistines—came the year Judah’s King Ahaz died (see Isaiah 14:28). Though defeated by David in the past (see 2 Samuel 5), they were ready to war against Judah. They were rejoicing that Judah had been weakened by the death of the king. God’s warning to the rejoicing Philistines was threefold: First, the worst was yet to come to them from Assyria (see Isaiah 14:29); second, they were without hope (see Isaiah 14:31); and finally, there is security only in Him (see Isaiah 14:30,32).

The bottom line is that no rule of man can ever perfect world situations. Think of an election year. The media is flooded with promises of good times for all if people will only make the right choice and vote for the right candidate. Realistically, although choices have been made, there has been little improvement. Security is in God, as Isaiah reminds us: “For the Lord Almighty has purposed, and who can thwart him?” (Isaiah 14:27).

Moab

Moab was one of Israel’s enemies throughout her history (see Numbers 22:1-6). They were descendants of Abraham’s nephew, Lot, through an incestuous relationship Lot had with his own daughter (see Genesis 19:30-38).

The prophecy against Moab was to be fulfilled within three years (see Isaiah 16:14). Great suffering was in store for Moab, for when Assyria would invade and ravage the land, the Moabites would flee to their temples and pray to their gods—a useless activity. In that day the enemy armies often cut off water supplies for their victims by plugging up rivers and springs, and that was one of the hardships in store for Moab (see Isaiah 15:6-7).

In fear the Moabites sent an appeal to Judah, asking for asylum and protection (see Isaiah 16:3-4). Asylum, however, would take more than a request. The custom of that day was to send an animal to a ruler as a way of paying respect and tribute. Isaiah begged Moab to send a lamb to Judah (see Isaiah 16:1). The problem, however, was that the Moabites had their own god, Chemosh (see 1 Kings 11:33). To send a lamb to Judah meant they had to recognize the God of Judah, and that was unacceptable to Moab.

The Moabites wanted help but on their own terms. Like Babylon, proud little Moab rejected God’s offer of mercy, a rejection which resulted in suffering, heartbreak and defeat. Isaiah could have gloated over the coming destruction but he was heartbroken: “I will weep for Moab… the people of Moab will pray in anguish to their idols, but it will do them no good… no one will come to save them” (Isaiah 16:11-12, NLT). No doubt the heart of God was weeping too. He said, “I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked” (Ezekiel 33:11).

Pride often creates problems. It is reported that when the great ocean liner the Titanic was made ready for her maiden voyage in Southhampton, England, a passenger asked the captain if the ship was indeed unsinkable. With great pride the captain said, “Yes, indeed it is! God Himself could not sink the Titanic!”

Despite the pride, an iceberg in the North Atlantic cracked the ship’s gigantic steel plates and tore open her starboard side. Tons of water gushed in and the “unsinkable” ship plunged to the ocean floor in two hours and twenty minutes with 1,500 passengers still aboard.

The prophet Obadiah said, “The pride of your heart has deceived you… You who say to yourself, ‘Who can bring me down to the ground?’” (Obadiah 1:3). So it was with Babylon and Moab.

Damascus and Ephraim

One nation after another heard Isaiah’s warning of coming judgment. To avoid confusion, remember these oracles would be fulfilled in the future. From the verb tense it is easy to assume fulfillment, only to find nations like Assyria and Babylon very active after reading of their destruction. Isaiah 17 refers to the oracle concerning Damascus, capital of Syria, and to northern Israel (Ephraim). From Isaiah 7 we know these nations were hand-in-glove conspirators against Judah during Ahaz’s reign. They were partners in sin by depending on their own power against Assyria rather than in the living God, thus they were partners in judgment when it came.

Isaiah warned that Damascus would “become a heap of ruins” (see Isaiah 17:1). This prophecy was fulfilled when the Assyrians conquered Damascus in 732 b.c. and deported many Syrian citizens. Many of Ephraim’s cities would also disappear during the same invasions. In 722 b.c. Assyria took over the kingdom and Ephraim was destroyed forever. Isaiah gave the reason why: “Because you have turned from the God who can save you” (Isaiah 17:10, NLT).

Cush

Biblical scholars have differing opinions concerning Cush because most are unsure of where the land is located. Some suggest Egypt, others say it is modern Ethiopia, the Sudan and Somalia. Wherever the area, there is agreement that fear of Assyria, which was rapidly advancing and conquering, was responsible for the activities in Isaiah 18.

In contrast to man’s frantic efforts, God’s calm reply was, “I will remain quiet and will look on from my dwelling place” (Isaiah 18:4). In His own time He would cut down Assyria, pictured here as a ripening vine (see Isaiah 18:5). Isaiah 18 ends with God’s words that from the Cushites “gifts would be brought to Mount Zion” to worship Him in that day.

Egypt

During the days of Moses God brought “judgment on all the gods of Egypt” (Exodus 12:12). Once again God warns about Egyptian idols and their inabilities (see Isaiah 19-20). The oracle begins as Isaiah pictures God riding on a divine chariot, coming to deal with this guilty nation. Isaiah said, “The idols tremble before him, and the hearts of the Egyptians melt within them” (Isaiah 19:1). Confusion and division was to be the pattern of the time as the Egyptians fought against each other (see Isaiah 19:1-4).

Isaiah warned, “The waters of the river will dry up, and the river bed will be parched and dry” (Isaiah 19:5). The river is the Nile, the very source of Egypt’s economy. With the Nile dried up farmers, fishermen, weavers of linen, workers in cloth and all wage earners would experience great hardship (see Isaiah 19:5-10). What to do? Despite Egypt’s reputation of great wisdom, their leaders had no solutions (see Isaiah 19:11-15). They “would shudder with fear at the uplifted hand” of God (Isaiah 19:16). They had reason to shudder, for God would destroy everything they trusted—their economy, their wisdom, their political unity—and they would become an easy target for the Assyrians.

It is so easy for us today to pass over the sin of idolatry. The truth is that anything that becomes more important to us than God is an idol. I am reminded of a biography I read long ago. When David Livingston, that great missionary and explorer, died in Africa in 1873 his body was brought back to Westminster Abbey in London for burial. Streets were crammed with mourners and the curious. One gentleman was obviously overcome with grief. “Did you know Livingston well?” asked a bystander.

“David and I grew up together,” he said. “We were great friends. As adults we both went to Africa. I realize now that my goal was different from David’s. He went to Africa in obedience to his God for souls. I went to Africa for my god—I went for gold.” Idolatry has a way of slipping up on us, doesn’t it?

Once again, amid the judgment on idolatry, God in mercy promised to save Egypt. When? In that day when Jesus Christ shall reign on earth. What a day that will be! Egypt will bow in fear of Israel (see Isaiah 19:17) and will turn from idolatry to allegiance to God. Difficult as it is to imagine, in that day Israel, Egypt and Assyria (modern Iraq) will worship the living God together (see Isaiah 19:23-24). Finally, there will be a political change: “The Lord Almighty will bless them” (Isaiah 19:25). That day there will be peace in the Middle East, made possible when all nations will bow to the King of kings, the Lord Jesus Christ.

Edom and Arabia

The Edomites were descendants of Isaac’s son Esau (see Genesis 25:29-30). Edom, located south of the Dead Sea, often attacked Israel. They too were fearful of the advancing Assyrians and they asked Isaiah, “Watchman, what is left of the night?” (Isaiah 21:11). In other words, “Is there any hope?” Isaiah’s reply was brief but to the point: “Ask and come back” (see Isaiah 21:12). It was the voice of God pleading for Edom to repent and come to Him. Edom, however, rejected the invitation.

Arabia was the land of the Ishmaelites, descendants of Abraham’s son Ishmael (see Genesis 16). They were merchants who brought water and food to fugitives (see Isaiah 21:14). In fear of Assyria, the merchants left the trade routes and hid because their crude weapons were completely ineffective against Assyria. Within a year the Arabian tribes would be gone (see Isaiah 21:16).

Judah and Jerusalem

Isaiah 22 centers on Judah. God is holy and He judges sin no matter who commits it—even Judah, the nation made up of God’s people. We learned earlier that God in His mercy would deliver Jerusalem from Assyria, but not from Babylon. Why not from Babylon? One reason was unbelief (see Isaiah 22:1-14). The second was because of their leaders who were unfaithful to God (see Isaiah 22:15-18).

Being a prophet often meant daring to go against the crowd, of standing alone when no one understood. That was Isaiah’s position. He alone saw the grim reality facing Judah in the upcoming Babylonian exile; as a result, he plunged into deep sorrow. Was Judah concerned? Not really.

Isaiah 22 begins: “What is happening? Why is everyone running to the rooftops? The whole city is in a terrible uproar. What do I see in this reveling city?” (Isaiah 22:1-2, NLT). They were busy with feasts and celebrations. Their slogan was, “Let us eat and drink… for tomorrow we die!” (Isaiah 22:13).

While the people celebrated, Isaiah, deeply troubled, went down into one of the valleys around Jerusalem and there God gave him a vision. Isaiah saw “Bodies… lying everywhere, killed by famine and disease” (Isaiah 22:2, NLT); leaders fearfully fleeing before the enemy (see Isaiah 22:3-7); people preparing for a long siege by fortifying walls; checking water supplies and building a reservoir (see Isaiah 22:8-11). They did everything but trust God (see Isaiah 22:11). They should have been fasting, not feasting; weeping and mourning, not celebrating. Despite repeated warnings they failed to heed and because of their unbelief, God said, “Till your dying day this sin will not be atoned for” (Isaiah 22:14), and they would be exiled to Babylon.

God’s next judgment was against the unfaithful government leaders like Shebna, the palace administrator in Jerusalem early in Hezekiah’s reign (see Isaiah 22:15). Shebna used his authority to build a monumental tomb for himself. His actions were evidence of his arrogance and presumption. Isaiah told him he would be disgraced with a demotion and replaced by a new man, Eliakim (see Isaiah 22:20-24). That prophecy was fulfilled and Eliakim would use his authority for the good of Judah instead of exploiting the people (see Isaiah 22:21-24).

Tyre (Phoenicia)

Tyre’s ships entered all ports of the Mediterranean Sea bringing an abundant supply of the world’s wealth. This old city represented a system where men, through commercialism and big business, became so involved in searching for riches and material gain they forgot God.

Isaiah foresaw the complete destruction coming (see Isaiah 23:1-7). Surprised, the question arose, “Who planned this against Tyre… whose traders are renowned in the earth?” Isaiah replied, “The Lord Almighty planned it” (Isaiah 23:9). The pride of Tyre led to its downfall and it was destroyed completely by Alexander the Great in 332 b.c. (see Ezekiel 26:3-11). Wealth could not buy an escape from the judgment of God. In its day the seaport town was located on two rocky islands off the coast. King Hiram had connected the islands with an embankment. This larger island was the pride of Tyre. Today all that is left of Tyre is a tiny village known as Sur.

Points to Ponder

God’s judgments are fair, literal and sure. In these chapters we recognize that God is surely in control of every nation in the world, including America. When a nation turns from God to wealth, pride and arrogance it is headed for deep trouble. Just as God knows each individual by name, so He also knows each nation by name.

What can you do to help bring America back to God? Pray, ask God to guide you. Call your government representatives. Read and be alert. Become aware of government bills pending that will affect Christian morals and families. Pray for America and for government leaders around the world (see Romans 13:1-7).

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

· Each day the assigned Scripture may include long passages. If necessary you may read only the specific portions cited for each question. If you have more time, you may wish to read the entire assigned passage.

First Day: Read the commentary on Isaiah 13-23.

1.
What helpful or new thought did you find in the commentary or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you chose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible). The suggested memory verse is Isaiah 26:4, or you may choose another verse.

Second Day: Read Isaiah 24:1-13.

In Isaiah 24-27 God enabled Isaiah to look far into the future to the Day of the Lord and to a time of terrible judgment and destruction of the world.

1.
Against whom is God’s judgment focused in Isaiah 24:1-2?

2.
Why is this judgment coming? See Isaiah 24:5.

3.
Challenge: What was the result of the judgment according to Isaiah 24:6-13?

4.
Read 2 Thessalonians 1:7b-10 where Paul also describes the Day of the Lord. Who is to be punished in that Day? What is to be the punishment?

5.
Personal: Have you accepted Jesus Christ as your savior? If so, you do not need to fear God’s judgment in the Day of the Lord. How does John 5:24 express this?

Third Day: Read Isaiah 24:14-23.

1.
In the midst of the devastation in the Day of the Lord Isaiah speaks of those who have turned to God. Describe in your own words the response of this remnant in Isaiah 24:14-16a.

2.
Personal: Read Revelation 5:13. What a glorious day that will be when we all sing our praise to Jesus Christ! Why not write down your praise to Him right now?

3.
Challenge: Isaiah 24:18b refers to “the floodgates of heaven” being opened. This phrase reminds us of the flood in Noah’s time. Jesus Christ also referred to the Flood and His return in Matthew 24:36-42. What did Jesus say our society would be like before His return to earth?

4.
a.
Isaiah 24:21 says that in the Day of the Lord rulers and “powers in the heavens above,” meaning Satan and his angels, will be punished. What is to happen to Satan? Read Revelation 20:2-3.

b.
According to Revelation 20:10 what is the final punishment in store for our enemy, Satan?

5.
Read Isaiah 24:23 in several Bible versions if possible. The Lord’s reign will be so glorious after Satan’s defeat that even the sun and moon will be affected. What will happen to them at that time?

6.
Personal: It’s exciting and comforting to know that God will triumph over Satan and that we will be with Him because of Jesus’ sacrifice for us. With whom can you share this wonderful news? Don’t keep it to yourself!

Fourth Day: Read Isaiah 25.

1.
What word-pictures does Isaiah use in Isaiah 25:4-5 to describe God’s care for the poor and needy during the terrible Day of judgment?

2.
Read the following Scriptures to find descriptive names the psalmist uses to show God’s protective power.

Psalm 18:1-3

Psalm 23:1

Psalm 46:1-3

Psalm 90:1

3.
Personal: In view of these names showing God’s protective power, what will you do in the coming days when problems and fears come your way?

4.
What does Isaiah predict in Isaiah 25:6 that the Lord will do on Mount Zion (Jerusalem) in the last days?

5.
a.
What great victory will the Lord do on Mount Zion according to Isaiah 25:7-8?

b.
Challenge: Read 1 Corinthians 15:50-57. The apostle Paul quoted Isaiah 25:8. To whom does Paul give credit for our victory?

6.
Personal: Re-read 1 Corinthians 15:56-57. Do you believe these words? First Corinthians 15:58 tells us how God wants us to live because of this victory. Why not pray now and ask God to help you live like this?

Fifth Day: Read Isaiah 26.

Chapter 26 is a song of God’s people—the remnant—who sing of the New Jerusalem in the Day of the Lord when Christ has established His kingdom.

1.
How is the New Jerusalem described in Isaiah 26:1-2 different from the Jerusalem described in Isaiah 1:21-23?

2.
a.
Use a dictionary and define the word “peace.”

b.
What promise does Isaiah make to the one who trusts in God? See Isaiah 26:3-4.

3.
Personal: Read Isaiah 26:7-9 and summarize in your own words if you wish. Do you feel this way about the Lord? Pray and ask God to give you this love and desire for Him.

4.
Challenge: Compare Isaiah 26:19 with 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18. Does the New Testament help you understand what Isaiah means in Isaiah 26:19? How? What will happen to the believers who die before Christ returns to earth?

5.
Isaiah 26:20 is a promise from God to His own people to shelter them on the Day of judgment. What homey word-picture does Isaiah use for God’s command?

6.
Personal: If you have accepted Christ as your Savior but still fear His return, pray now asking Him to take away your fear. If you have never been born again, ask Him to forgive your sins and make you His child (see John 1:12) so you will be ready when He comes to earth again. Try writing a prayer of thanksgiving to God for His gifts of salvation and peace.

Sixth Day: Read Isaiah 27.

1.
Both Isaiah and Jesus Christ refer to Satan—Jesus in John 12:31 and Isaiah in Isaiah 27:1. How do they describe him?

2.
The vineyard in chapter 27 is Israel. In Isaiah’s day the vineyard yielded only bad fruit (see Isaiah 5:1-7). What kind of fruit will God find in the vineyard in the future kingdom? See Isaiah 27:2,6.

3.
Challenge: Compare Isaiah 27:2-5 with Isaiah 5:1-7. Isaiah sees Israel of his day and Israel of the future after Christ’s kingdom has been established. How does God feel about Israel in 27:4? What is God’s desire in Isaiah 27:5?

4.
a.
Isaiah saw a day when the exiled people would return. Describe what would happen at that time according to Isaiah 27:12-13?

b.
In Matthew 24:30-31 Jesus described a similar scene. What did He say?

5.
Personal: What warning did Jesus Christ give in Matthew 24:42? Are you ready for His return?

Isaiah Lesson 6
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Isaiah Chapters 24-27

In a Bible study where people were in unfamiliar Old Testament Scriptures I overheard a comment that disturbed me: “Those Israelites were really God’s favorites!” I understood the assumption, but God does not have favorites. Yes, the Israelites are God’s chosen people. Isaiah frequently referred to them as God’s people. God’s interest, however, is not limited to a relatively small group. His love and compassion extends to the whole world and His judgment is universal.

All people are alike in that they are sinful (see Romans 3:23) and all are destined to be judged. Our only hope is Jesus Christ, who has provided salvation for all who believe and accept Him as Savior and Lord (see John 1:12).

The Bible teaches that God is sovereign: “The Lord does whatever pleases him, in the heavens and on the earth, in the seas and all their depths” (Psalm 135:6). Furthermore, “His dominion is an eternal dominion; his kingdom endures from generation to generation… He does as he pleases with the powers of heaven and the people of the earth. No one can hold back his hand or say to him: ‘What have you done?’” (Daniel 4:34-35).

Judgment Expanded

Up to this point God’s judgment had been prophesied for Judah and her neighbors. In Isaiah 24—27 the judgment is expanded. In these four chapters the prophet describes a universal judgment that will end with Israel restored to her land and the destruction of God’s enemies. God enabled Isaiah to see far into the future to a period of dreadful judgment that the prophets called the “Day of the Lord.” The Lord Jesus referred to this time of judgment as the signs of the end of the age (see Matthew 24; Mark 13). While Isaiah warned the people that Assyria would destroy the Northern Kingdom of Israel and that Judah would be taken captive by Babylon, these local tragedies were only the beginning of the universal calamity yet to come in that awesome day of God’s judgment.

The good news is that there is hope. God’s great love and mercy shines through these prophecies. Isaiah said that first, God will judge the people (see Isaiah 24), then He will preserve His people (see Isaiah 25) and finally, He will restore the nation (see Isaiah 26—27). Now let’s examine each prophecy.

Judgment of the Earth

With a resounding “See” to add emphasis to what he was about to say, Isaiah begins: “See, the LORD is going to lay waste the earth and devastate it; he will ruin its face and scatter its inhabitants” (Isaiah 24:1). With both feet, as it were, Isaiah plunged his listeners into the midst of catastrophe and judgment. With these terse phrases he presented the heart of the coming judgment.

From Acts 10:34 we learn that God shows no favoritism. From the list in Isaiah 24:2 we see that all ranks and classes of people will be equally affected in the “scattering” of inhabitants. No ungodly person, rich, poor, powerful or weak will escape judgment. In fact everything in which Israel trusted—power, wealth, position—will be destroyed.

How insignificant proud, arrogant mankind is in the presence of almighty God. In a book compiled by David F. Burgess, Encyclopedia of Sermon Illustrations, is an account of a man in Germany who, in the early 19th century, thoroughly resented the message of Easter. To further enforce his scorn, the man stipulated in his will that his grave be secured and covered with great slabs of marble, bound together with iron bands and then covered with a two-ton granite boulder. On the boulder was an inscription: “This grave was purchased for eternity; it shall never be opened.” Ironically, a tiny poplar seed began to sprout in the grave. Over the years it broke through the “man-made security,” moved the boulder and opened the grave! No man, no matter his strength or opinions, can outwit the living God.

The word “earth” in Isaiah 24:1 and following is the Hebrew word that could mean either the land of Israel or the entire world. Most biblical scholars agree the judgment includes both—Israel and the entire world. Why will God punish the world? Look at Isaiah 24:5: “The earth is defiled by its people; they have disobeyed the laws, violated the statues and broken the everlasting covenant.”

Sin entered the world when Adam sinned (see Genesis 3). As a result all mankind is born with a sinful nature and stands guilty before God (see Romans 3:23; 6:23). We cannot deny Isaiah’s accusation. Therefore, says Isaiah, the “people must bear their guilt” (Isaiah 24:6) as he describes the judgment to come.

In righteousness God must judge mankind’s sin and rebellion. And the penalty stands—death and eternal separation from Himself (see 2 Thessalonians 1:9). But God loves mankind and wishes that none should perish (see 2 Peter 3:9).  For this reason He sent His Son, Jesus Christ, to pay the penalty for our sin so that all who believe in Him would not perish but have eternal life (see John 3:16).  Have you accepted Jesus Christ as your Savior? If you haven’t, why not pray right now and ask Him to forgive you of your sin. What a glorious promise he has given to those who believe, “I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from death to life” (John 5:24).
A Joyless Harvest

Harvest in Old Testament days was usually a time of festive celebration and great joy as people gathered to worship God in thanksgiving. Isaiah paints a description of the sharp contrast of harvest in the Day of the Lord (see Isaiah 24:7-13). There will be neither harvest nor joy because the crops as well as the workers will be destroyed. “All the merrymakers groan. The gaiety of the tambourines is stilled… the joyful harp is silent” (Isaiah 24:7-8).

Remember Isaiah and his family were signs and symbols in Israel (see Isaiah 8:18), and his oldest son was named “a remnant shall return” (see Isaiah 7:3 footnote). Here Isaiah makes reference to that remnant. In the Day of the Lord when sadness and desolation are everywhere there comes the sound of joyful praise from the believers because God delivered them through the Great Tribulation (referred to in Revelation 7:1-8). Isaiah says, “All who are left will shout and sing for joy… Listen to them as they sing to the LORD from the ends of the earth. Hear them singing praises to the Righteous One!” (Isaiah 24:14-16a, NLT).

From the joyous scene of the remnant, the prophet reverts to the awesome punishment he sees in the vision of the Day of the Lord and he cries out, “I waste away!” (Isaiah 24:16b). No sinner will be able to escape God’s punishment on that judgment day. Perhaps Isaiah recalled what he had learned about Noah when he said “the floodgates of the heavens are opened” (Isaiah 24:18). Jesus Christ said that before that judgment, society will be as it was in Noah’s day before the Flood—“eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage” (see Matthew 24:37-42). Isaiah went on to say the earth will split so that it staggers and reels like a drunkard and collapses “like a hut in the wind” (Isaiah 24:20).

During the Day of the Lord, rulers—both heavenly and earthly—will also suffer. “The “powers in the heavens” refer to Satan and his host of demons who will be judged and imprisoned (see Isaiah 24:22). Revelation 20:2-3 supplements the scene. Satan will be bound for a thousand years, locked and sealed in the abyss, and will finally be thrown into a lake of burning sulfur (see Revelation 20:10). All of these judgments will be a part of the spiritual warfare between Almighty God and Satan, but the final victory belongs to the Lord. The crowning event of the Day of the Lord is found in Isaiah 24:23: “The Lord Almighty will reign on Mount Zion.” The millennial reign of Christ will be glorious. His glory will be revealed in such splendor that the sun and moon will pale in comparison.

God’s Restoration

No picture of God’s judgment is pleasant, but God always tempers His discipline and judgment with love. He is firm in His commands, but God is quick to forgive and restore.

From the dreadful prophecies of judgment to come upon the earth, Isaiah now turns to prophecies of restoration. Restoration, like judgment, is an expression of the nature of God who is holy, just (fair) and merciful. An important part of Isaiah’s message was restoration, as well as the teaching that God would deliver a believing remnant who trusted Him (see Isaiah 1:9; 10:20-22; 11:11).

In Isaiah 25—27 the prophet becomes a psalmist, penning several songs of praise as an expression of celebration for God’s restoration of the remnant in the end times.

The prophet begins his first song of praise: “O Lord, you are my God; I will exalt you and praise your name” (Isaiah 25:1). With confidence Isaiah praises a personal God, acknowledging that he recognizes no other who is to be worshipped: “You are my God, I will exalt you” (italics added).

We must not overlook this personal confession. Although God must judge nations, often in very drastic ways, He is a personal God. Surely God who hears individual prayers of His people is worthy of our praise (see Revelation 4:11). Isaiah does praise Him as he acknowledges “in perfect faithfulness you have done marvelous things” (Isaiah 25:1).

Sometime ago the devotional magazine Our Daily Bread told of the great Austrian composer Joseph Haydn giving praise to God. At a performance of Haydn’s beautiful oratorio, The Creation, the lyrics filled the Vienna Music Hall. The audience sat enthralled by the glorious sounds of this great masterpiece. When the orchestra and the chorus sang “And there was light!” the listeners rose from their seats and enthusiastically poured out their appreciation and accolades to the composer.

Very feeble and confined to a wheelchair, the aged composer attempted to rise to his feet. He motioned for silence. Then pointing heavenward he said, “No, no not from me but from thence comes all!” After giving glory and praise to God, Haydn sunk into his chair exhausted. Haydn, like Isaiah, realized God’s faithfulness in empowering His own.

The city in Isaiah 25:2 is considered by most biblical scholars to be a generic noun for all cities. In Isaiah’s day people often fled from farms and villages to fortified or walled cities for protection during times of war. The strongest cities, however, cannot protect anyone from God’s wrath on the nations. In the day of judgment the rebellious cities will at last acknowledge God’s greatness and will revere Him (see Isaiah 25:3).

Isaiah used two common illustrations at the end of Isaiah 25:4 to describe God’s protection of the poor and needy in that day of judgment when the storm comes with driving rain or the dry desert heat would destroy. Like the shadow of a cloud decreases the desert heat, so God, their refuge, will subdue the loud victory songs of the most arrogant oppressors.

The Great Feast

Isaiah continues to describe what he sees in the vision of the Day of the Lord. God will host a great banquet to celebrate Christ’s return (see Isaiah 25:6). The feast will be a time of great celebration and victory. Death will be conquered! “In that day he [God] will remove the cloud of gloom, the shadow of death that hangs over the earth. He will swallow up death forever! The Sovereign LORD will wipe away all tears” (Isaiah 25:7-8, NLT).

Many biblical scholars believe the “shroud” and “sheet” in Isaiah 25:7 could have reference to the blindness to the true God that Satan has inflicted upon Israel and other nations. This suggestion is based on 2 Corinthians 3:12-18 and 4:3-4. When Jesus Christ returns in great glory and power that shroud or veil will be removed and Israel as well as other blinded nations will see Christ, their Messiah and God. As they attend the great kingdom feast they will surely sing the song of Isaiah 25:9: “Surely, this is our God.”

Paul quoted Isaiah 25:7-8 in 1 Corinthians 15:54, as did John in Revelation 7:17; 21:4. This blessed truth is our hope. On that day when Jesus Christ sets up His kingdom, shame and disgrace will be removed from the earth. Joy and celebration will be the pattern for all who have trusted in the Lord as they rejoice in the salvation of His grace (see Isaiah 25:9).

In contrast to this celebration, the Moabites, who in their pride lived in their walled fortresses, will be humiliated and will suffer God’s judgment (see Isaiah 25:10-12). The bottom line is this: All who trust in the Lord are saved (see Romans 10:9-11); those who reject Him and trust in their own resources will be judged when Christ returns to set up His kingdom.

A Nation Restored

The joyous experience of the remnant of God’s people continues in a hymn of praise in Isaiah 26. Syria was conquered by Assyria and Babylon took Jerusalem into exile, but in the Day of the Lord the New Jerusalem will be a “strong city” (see Isaiah 26:1). The city gates will be opened only to the righteous people of faith. That faith rests on the foundation of God’s faithfulness, and has rich benefits because God promised “perfect peace” to all who depend on Him (see Isaiah 26:3) rather than on their own strength. The Hebrew word for peace (shalom) has a much deeper meaning than just an absence of war. It includes blessings such as health, completeness, quietness of soul and preservation (see Isaiah 57:18,19).

During the Day of the Lord, God will humble the proud. The lofty cities will be leveled and doomed for destruction (see Isaiah 26:5-6). The dwellers on high will be humiliated by being trampled under foot by those who were the poor.

Righteous or Unrighteous

Throughout Isaiah 26:7-11 there is a comparison between the righteous and the unrighteous. When God’s kingdom is established the righteous will be safe because they are “walking in the way of [God’s] laws,” they will wait on the Lord to know his will and long to be in His presence (see Isaiah 26:8-9). God had shown His grace in countless ways because He wants all to learn righteousness, but the wicked went on sinning and ignoring Him.

The story is told of a young art student who had great admiration for the Danish sculptor Bartel Thorvaldsen. To his great delight the student had opportunity to go to Copenhagen to visit a church to see the sculptor’s famous statue of Christ known as Come unto Me. As the student stood before the statue great disappointment registered on his face. A bystander notice the young man and said, “Sir, you must go close, kneel down before Him, then look up into His face.”

The student hesitantly did as he was told. On his knees he was overjoyed when he looked up and saw the beauty in the face of Christ, not seen by those who remained at a distance. Sadly, unlike the student, Israel had drifted far from God and refused to bow before Him and seek His face.

Isaiah, deeply concerned, prayed that the people would recognize their blindness and turn to God (see Isaiah 26:11). The remnant did finally acknowledge Him and confessed: “Lord… all that we have accomplished you have done for us” (see Isaiah 26:12). God continued to discipline His people until they prayed and admitted their need: “Nothing comes of our suffering… Yet we have this assurance: Those who belong to God will live” (Isaiah 26:18-19, NLT) When they prayed, God heard their prayers.

Way back in Genesis 12:3 God promised Abram that his descendants would be a blessing to the whole world as well as a light for the Gentiles (see Isaiah 42:6; 49:6). Yet Israel failed miserably in being that light up to this point in history because of their sin and rejection of God (see Isaiah 26:18).

Despite Israel’s failure, the remnant had been praying to God, and Isaiah, using the imagery of resurrection, predicted the restoration of the people from exile (see Isaiah 26:19). The last two verses of Isaiah 26 refer to the coming Day of the Lord when God’s judgment will come upon the sinful nations of the world: “That day will be a day of wrath, a day of distress and anguish, a day of trouble and ruin, a day of darkness and gloom,… a day of trumpet and battle cry against the fortified cities and against the corner towers” (Zephaniah 1:15-16). God promised to shelter His people and asks that they hide themselves away “until his wrath has passed by” (see Isaiah 26:20).

The last hymn comes to a fitting climax. Isaiah 27:1 begins with the phrase “in that day” and means that the prophet continued to look far into the future. In his vision Isaiah saw the final destruction of Satan himself. The picturesque symbol Isaiah used to describe this destruction was a sea monster, also called a leviathan. Numerous Bible commentaries define the term as a crocodile or a sea serpent.

In that Day the Lord “will slay the monster of the sea” (Isaiah 27:1). Satan had been holding the nations around Israel in bondage as a result of their false, superstitious religions. The good news for those of us who believe in Christ and have accepted Him as our personal Savior is that we have already been set free from the bondage of Satan. Of course the devil is still very much alive and active. The Bible says that God “has rescued us from the one who rules in the kingdom of darkness, and he has brought us into the Kingdom of his dear Son. God has purchased our freedom with his blood and has forgiven all our sins.” (Colossians 1:13-14, NLT). As a result of Christ’s redemptive work we have been transferred from Satan’s kingdom into the kingdom of God. Satan would love to blind us and to keep that truth from all believers by casting doubt on that transfer. One of his favorite tools is to cast doubt in our minds as he did to Eve (see Genesis 3:1-6). Granted, he is the ruler of this world now, but thanks be to God and the shed blood of Christ Jesus, Satan is no longer our ruler. We are God’s children (see John 1:12).

We need to pray daily that we may be enlightened to understand and claim the spiritual power, authority and protection that comes with our inheritance in Christ (see Ephesians 1:18-19). What a rich inheritance it is! The indwelling Holy Spirit empowers, teaches and guides us (see John 14:26; 16:13). God provided an armor for our protection from Satan with instruction for us to put it on (see Ephesians 6:13-17). By putting on the armor with prayer we are really putting on Christ (see Romans 13:12-14), and thereby we put ourselves into Christ’s dominion where Satan cannot touch us (see 1 John 5:18).

God’s Protection

Isaiah 27 promises the deliverance of Israel and, in that day when God conquers evil, Israel may enter her kingdom without fear. The vineyard (see Isaiah 27:2) is Israel and we are reminded of an earlier vineyard song (see Isaiah 5:1-7), but what a difference! In the first song God said Israel would be destroyed because the vineyard produced only bad fruit (see Isaiah 5:5-6). Now God shows Isaiah both the Israel of his day and the Israel of the future when His kingdom will be established, and we get a picture of God’s great love for His own (see Isaiah 27:3). His words “I, the Lord” describe His love and concern for Israel, the vineyard: He watched over it, watered it, guarded it day and night from harm. God was not angry; He just wanted them to return and trust Him (see Isaiah 27:4). Yes, He would punish the Northern Kingdom by allowing Assyria to declare war, and Judah to go into exile at the hands of Babylon, but like a Father disciplining his children, God did it in love (see Isaiah 27:4, 7-8). Only when people would reject and forsake the worship of foreign gods and destroy their idols would “guilt be atoned for” (see Isaiah 27:9). Meanwhile, Israel would be subjected to judgment instead of God’s compassion because they were “a people without understanding” (see Isaiah 27:11).

Do not become confused thinking verse 9 implies personal suffering can atone for sin—only Christ’s redemptive work does that (see Acts 4:12). Suffering is sometimes used as discipline so that believers will turn to the Lord (see Hebrews 12:1-11).

Due to sin and rejection of God, the cities Israel built in Isaiah’s day were to be destroyed (see Isaiah 27:10-11). After exile, however, comes restoration (see Isaiah 27:12-13). The word “thresh” is a term used by harvesters for gathering ripe grain. Isaiah is saying God will secure for Himself a “crop” and gather Israel one by one “from the flowing Euphrates [river] to the Wadi of Egypt” (see Isaiah 27:12) as the Lord frees His people from bondage. On that day a great trumpet will sound and the Israelites exiled in Egypt and Assyria will come and will “worship the Lord on the holy mountain [amid much rejoicing]” (see Isaiah 27:13).

Points to Ponder

Isaiah’s prophecies strike a familiar note in the hearts of all believers today for we too are waiting to hear the trumpet sound that will announce the coming of Jesus Christ for the Church. At Christ’s return “we will all be changed—in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet… For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command… and with the trumpet call of God… we who are still alive… will be caught up… to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever” (1 Corinthians 15:51-52; 1 Thessalonians 4:16-17). What a day of rejoicing that will be! With John we also say, “Come, Lord Jesus!” (Revelation 22:20).

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

· Each day the assigned Scripture may include long passages. If necessary you may read only the specific portions cited for each question. If you have more time, you may wish to read the entire assigned passage.

First Day: Read the commentary on Isaiah 24-27.

1.
What helpful or new thought did you find in the commentary or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you chose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible). The suggested memory verse is Isaiah 30:18, or you may choose another verseu.

Second Day: Read Isaiah 28:1-10.

1.
According to Isaiah 28:1 what two specific sins is Isaiah warning the Northern Kingdom of Israel (Ephraim) about?

2.
Ephraim is about to be attacked by the Assyrian army. How does Isaiah describe Assyria in Isaiah 28:2?

3.
On what specific leaders—who should have been role models—does Isaiah focus attention? What was Isaiah’s accusation against these leaders? See Isaiah 28:7.

4.
Challenge: What do the following Scriptures say about pride (arrogance) or drunkenness that could destroy our fellowship with the Lord?

Psalm 10:4

Proverbs 11:2

Ephesians 5:18

1 Peter 4:1-5

5.
What was the response of the people to Isaiah’s warning in Isaiah 28:9-10?

6.
Personal: Ephraim trusted in its own power rather than in God. What can you do this week to trust Him more fully? Read Romans 8:9-14 and write down phrases showing that the Holy Spirit will help you trust and obey God.

Third Day: Read Isaiah 28:11-29.

1.
When the prophets and priests rejected Isaiah’s warnings in Isaiah 28:9-10 what did the prophet say would happen next? See Isaiah 28:11-13.

2.
The scoffers boasted they had not placed their trust in the Living God. What did they trust? What did they feel confident would happen if a scourge did come? See Isaiah 28:15.

3.
When the leaders argued saying God would help them as He had done in the past (see Isaiah 28:21), what was Isaiah’s answer concerning the coming judgment? See Isaiah 28:22.

4.
a.
What wonderful hope did God offer the people in Isaiah 28:16?

b.
Who does Isaiah say is the Rock eternal in Isaiah 26:4?

c.
What does Romans 10:9-11 promise to those who trust the Stone?

5.
Personal: Read Proverbs 3:5-6. There is no guarantee all will be easy or smooth according to our perspective when we trust Him, but He will direct us in the best way. How is He asking you to trust Him unconditionally right now?

Fourth Day: Read Isaiah 29.

The judgment in Isaiah 29 is against Jerusalem, called “Ariel” here. The focus is upon both the local situation and Isaiah’s vision of end times when Jerusalem would be attacked by other nations.

1.
The enemy in Isaiah 29:5 is Assyria. What does Isaiah say will happen to stop this enemy? See Isaiah 29:6-8.

2.
According to Isaiah 29:13 what was the problem between the people and God?

3.
Challenge: Read and compare Romans 11:5-8 with John 9:39-41. From these Scriptures do you think Christians have the same problem today as Jerusalem had in Isaiah 29:13? Explain.

4.
a.
God tells what good things He has planned for the people in the future. What was in store for their land? See Isaiah 29:17.

b.
What was in store for the people and what would be their attitude? See Isaiah 29:18-19.

5.
According to Isaiah 29:22-24 how will the people respond toward God?

6.
Personal: Has God given you some “good things” this week? How will you express your gratitude toward Him?

Fifth Day: Read Isaiah 30.

1.
Judah sinned against God because they did not trust God. Whom did they trust? See Isaiah 30:1-2.

2.
The people rejected God’s words and in Isaiah 30:8 God told Isaiah to make a sign. What was he to write on the sign? See Isaiah 30:12-14.

3.
a.
What did the Lord say was the solution to their rebellion against Him? See Isaiah 30:15.

b.
Personal: Are you tempted to trust in something other than God? Read 1 Corinthians 10:13. Ask God to help you if your faith is weak.

4.
Prayerfully read Isaiah 30:18, thanking God for His wonderful grace. Is He asking you to memorize this verse as a daily reminder of His grace?

5.
Again Isaiah describes that future day when Israel will be completely restored and Christ has established His kingdom. What blessings will be available according to these verses?

Isaiah 30:20

Isaiah 30:21

Isaiah 30:26

Sixth Day: Read Isaiah 31-33.

1.
What does Isaiah prophesy will happen to Assyria? See Isaiah 31:8,9.

2.
Isaiah 32:15 promises in that day God will pour His Spirit upon His people. When He does what will be the result for Israel according to Isaiah 32:18-20?

3.
Isaiah 33 continues as a judgment against Assyria. The “traitor” in Isaiah 33:1 is the Assyrian king. To whom do the godly people of Jerusalem turn in their distress and fear of Assyria? See Isaiah 33:2.

4.
Challenge: From Isaiah 33:3-6, 17-24, choose and write down several verses that express God’s wonderful attributes.

5.
What kind of person can be in the presence of our righteous God according to Isaiah 33:14b-16?

6.
Personal: Read the following verses to see how you can be this kind of person. Why not pray now and confess your sin, and ask God to help you live for Him in His power.

John 15:1-5

1 John 1:5-9

Isaiah Lesson 7
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Isaiah Chapters 28-33

We have almost reached the halfway mark in our study of Isaiah’s 66 chapters and the prophet’s message remains the same: “Repent and turn to God.” Repent, of course, means to turn from sin—to do an about-face from our own way and follow the Lord. Another way of saying this is from a book entitled 12,000 Religious Quotations, compiled and edited by Frank S. Mead. “To repent is to alter one’s way of looking at life; it is to take God’s point of view instead of our own” — Anonymous.

That is precisely God’s message for us. He is not willing for any to perish, but for all to repent (see 2 Peter 3:9). In speaking to Israel (Ephraim) and Judah He said, “I want you to be merciful; I don’t want your sacrifices. I want you to know God; that’s more important than burnt offerings” (Hosea 6:6, NLT, italics added). He wants us to know Him personally, and to walk obediently with Him.

Unfortunately, sin can quickly break our fellowship with Him, or keep an individual from turning to Him at all. All sin spells death (see Romans 6:23). Before there can be a close fellowship with God, unconfessed sin must be dealt with. Why? The prophet Habakkuk said of God, “Your eyes are too pure to look on evil; you cannot tolerate wrong” (Habakkuk 1:13). Sin must be judged to satisfy the requirement of God’s holiness.

A Storm’s Coming!

In Isaiah 28-33, as in lesson 5, the prophet introduces six woes. Unlike the woes against the nations in Isaiah 13-23, these woes focus on God’s people—Israel (Ephraim) the northern kingdom and Judah the southern kingdom. Repeated warnings of coming judgment had gone to both kingdoms. Time marched on and Assyria, God’s tool (Isaiah 10:5), continued to advance on Israel and was ready to pounce and deliver the final blow of destruction. Isaiah began by warning Ephraim (Isaiah 28:1). Surely if Judah saw Ephraim fall she would repent, knowing she would be Assyria’s next victim.

“That city” (Isaiah 28:1) refers to Ephraim’s capital, Samaria and its environs. Samaria at that time was only a city. Much later the city and territory were colonized, and later still, in the days of Christ was under Rome’s control.

Isaiah 28:1-4 gives a rich description of conditions in Samaria when Isaiah issued the warning. Samaria was built high on a hill, the sides of which were terraced and planted with beautiful gardens. Below the hill, a valley was filled with orchards and vineyards. Truly, God had richly blessed the people with bountiful benefits. While they enjoyed their blessings, even to the extent of indulgence, they completely forgot the Giver.

For just a moment try to put yourself into Isaiah’s sandals and imagine the emotions he perhaps experienced as he obediently announced coming judgment in store for his own people—warnings against a people and land he loved deeply!

Despite any feelings Isaiah may have had, he came right to the point denouncing Israel. He put his finger on some of the problems: “Destruction is certain for the city of Samaria— the pride and joy of the drunkards of Israel! It sits in a rich valley, but its glorious beauty will suddenly disappear… For the Lord will… burst upon it and dash it to the ground” (Isaiah 28:1-2, NLT).

Notice Israel’s sins: There was pride in the beauty of their capital city set on a hill like a crown; there was arrogance—they believed their fortress city was invincible; and there was debauchery—not to mention ingratitude, idolatry and irresponsibility. Even the clergy participated in drunkenness to a disgusting degree (see Isaiah 28:7). They were misusing bountiful  blessings from God by their drunkenness. Their forefathers considered wine a gift from God and a cause for joy (see Judges 9:13; Psalm 104:15), but the Old Testament warned against drunkenness (see Proverbs 20:1; 23:20, 21, 29-35). The Bible does not consider drunkenness as a weakness to be pitied but as a sin to be condemned. This is not to say we should not be compassionate toward drunkards, but we must not allow sympathy to destroy the clear perspective of Scripture.

Although Israel believed their fortress city was impregnable, they were to discover that God was still in control. No city or nation, regardless of its strength or pride, can stand against Him. Isaiah’s warning was that Samaria would be destroyed. Assyria could as easily devour Samaria as one picks and swallows the first ripe fig (see Isaiah 28:4). Although most people of Samaria were to be deported or killed, for those who remained faithful to Him, He would “be Israel’s crowning glory… the pride and joy of the remnant of his people” (Isaiah 28:5, NLT). At last the people would learn that He is a God of justice (Isaiah 28:6).

Lest Judah become arrogant at the announcement that Israel would fall, Isaiah included Judah as he said, “And these also…” (Isaiah 28:7). Judah, according to Isaiah, was as guilty of the identical sins as Samaria and was also in for God’s judgments. “Jerusalem is now led by drunks! Her priests and prophets reel and stagger, making stupid errors and mistakes” (Isaiah 28:7, TLB).

People’s Response

Instead of heeding the prophet’s warnings the people rejected God’s word and mocked Isaiah (see Isaiah 28:9, 10). Their response in effect was, “Who is he trying to teach? Does he think we are children? He keeps repeating the same thing!” By their response the people were really sealing their punishment. The Bible says the people would not listen: “The only language they can understand is punishment” (Isaiah 28:11, TLB). Did ridicule silence Isaiah? Never. He told them that if they refused to listen to him, God Himself would speak to them through “foreign lips and strange tongues” of the Assyrian invaders.

God offered the people security if they would trust Him (see Isaiah 28:12), but their leaders smugly chose to rely on a secret treaty they had with Assyria and boasted the scourge “cannot touch us” (Isaiah 28:15). The treaty, however, would fail because God was not in it. Their only hope is found in Isaiah 28:16 where God promised to “lay a stone in Zion” and a “sure foundation,” which has reference to the future and to Christ, the Cornerstone (see Mark 12:10; 1 Peter 2:4-7). Isaiah 28:21 indicates the leaders believed God would protect them from the scourge as He had always defended His people in the past. What these drunken leaders overlooked was that in the past leaders like Joshua or David were godly, obedient men who trusted the Lord (see Joshua 10; 2 Samuel 5:17-25).

The attitudes and choices of the leaders meant God’s people would have to learn from their mistakes at the hands of Assyria. And it was a rough lesson! True to Isaiah’s warning, Ephraim was completely destroyed in 722 b.c., and by 701 b.c. Judah was ravaged by Assyria, who came to the very gates of Jerusalem.

Chapter 28 ends with Isaiah inviting the people to listen to a parable based on country life, from which rulers and people could draw an obvious lesson. God instructs the farmer in the correct way to prepare the fields by plowing and planting (see Isaiah 28:23-26). These acts are not an end in themselves, but the objective is the harvest. So God must also do what is necessary to accomplish His purpose. Isaiah 28:27-29 indicate that threshing is meant to be productive, not destructive. God judges not to destroy, but to encourage repentance and obedience.

Woe to Jerusalem

The focus in Isaiah 29 is on Jerusalem, and includes the second and third woes. There is disagreement concerning the meaning of Jerusalem’s name “Ariel,” but most scholars agree that one meaning is “an altar hearth.” The people meticulously observed all religious feasts and rituals, but they were not sincere in worship (see Isaiah 1:13, 14). Jerusalem was also known as “the city where David settled” (Isaiah 29:1). The issue between God and His people was disobedience. In contrast God referred to David of whom He said, “I have found David… a man after my own heart; he will do everything I want him to do” (Acts 13:22). At any rate, Jerusalem, long associated with the mighty exploits of David, was to be the scene of national humiliation (see Isaiah 29:2) and would become a place of bloodshed.

As the name “Ariel” suggests, God’s judgment would burn within the city. God would join the enemy army, so to speak: “I will besiege Ariel. . .she will become like an altar hearth” (Isaiah 29:2) until the city is brought to dust (see Isaiah 29:4). True to this prophecy, the Assyrians almost conquered Jerusalem, but God in His mercy would defeat Assyria “suddenly, in an instant” (Isaiah 29:5). This last-minute reprieve should have brought Judah to her knees in repentance. Not so. After King Hezekiah died, the people again went deep into sin, until God sent Babylon to take them into exile and destroy Jerusalem. The city indeed became “an altar hearth” as thousands died.

God also permitted Isaiah to see far into the future when Jerusalem would be attacked by armies of the world (see Isaiah 29:7, 8; Zechariah 14:1-3). This event will take place in the end time when Jesus Christ will return and deliver His people (see Revelation 19:11-21).

A Form of Religion

Despite all of God’s warnings, why were the people so headstrong and determined to preserve the status quo of their lifestyle? Isaiah 29:13 says their hearts were far from God. Practicing obedience had become the popular thing to do, but their hearts were not in it. God said, “Their worship of me is made up only of rules taught by men” (Isaiah 29:13b).

How easy it is for our worship and prayers to become very mechanical. We pray and we even often repeat the same phrases because that is what is expected of “good Christians.” Jesus Christ warned His critics, the Pharisees, against outward forms of worship and He quoted Isaiah 29:13, so we know this is a warning for us also (see Matthew 15:1-9, 2 Timothy 3:5).

That great Austrian composer, Joseph Haydn, demonstrated an important truth of the condition of the human heart when sincerely praising God. Who can deny that this gifted composer captured so much of the wonder and majesty of God in his music. Haydn was once asked why his music was so cheerful. His response was something like this: “I write according to my deepest thoughts. When I think of God in all His wonder and greatness, my heart is so full of joy the notes dance and leap from my pen.”

Unlike the people of Jerusalem whose hearts were far from God, it was Haydn’s awareness of God and all His attributes that resulted in music that has touched the hearts of mankind for centuries. What is your heart’s attitude toward the Lord when you meet with others in worship? Is it fresh and current? It can be if you feast on the Word and spend time daily in heartfelt praise.

An Arrogant Attempt

Isaiah points out another woe against those who try to hide their plans from God (see Isaiah 29:15). Apparently the rulers of Judah still believed they were wiser than God. Arrogantly, they tried to hide their plans of an alliance with pagan allies for military strength rather than look to God for guidance and protection. These men were reversing true values by putting man at the top of the scales as though the clay were telling the potter what to do (see Isaiah 29:16). They wanted the right to dictate the terms of their relationship with God!

The story is told of a missionary preaching to a group of military men overseas. At the end of the service a young man arrogantly asked, “If God is almighty, as you say, why did He allow sin to come into the world? Answer that, and maybe I can believe what you just told us.”

Smiling, the missionary said, “Suppose a man was on the top floor of a 12-story hotel when a fire alarm sounded. Suppose he ignored the alarm until flames burst into his room. He dashes to the window where firemen are ready to help him. The man shouts, ‘I won’t come down until you tell me how this fire started.’ What would you think of the man?” asked the missionary.

“I’d say he was a fool!” The young man suddenly realized that he, by his own conclusion, had condemned his own argument.

Man, whose position is one of guilt before a holy God, has no right to question Him or to dictate terms. The Bible says, “God is greater than man. Why should you fight against him just because he does not give account to you of what he does?” (Job 33:12,13, TLB). In this day of advanced technology Satan is quick to trap people into believing man is superior in knowledge and has no need for God. The Lord’s way, however, is that we humble ourselves before Him and He will lift us up (see James 4:10; 1 Peter 5:6).

Isaiah 29 concludes by saying the scoffers will be punished while the needy and humble will be joyful as they worship Almighty God.

A Stubborn Nation

Assyrian King Sennacherib’s threats against Judah are described in Isaiah 30 and 31. The fourth woe was God’s rebuke for Judah’s rebellion. Isaiah pleads with the stubborn leaders not to ignore God’s offer for guidance: “‘Woe to the obstinate children,’ declares the LORD, ‘to those who carry out plans that are not mine, forming an alliance, but not by my Spirit, heaping sin upon sin’” (Isaiah 30:1). And they thought God was unaware of their secret negotiation with Egypt (see Isaiah 29:15)!

Instead of turning in repentance to God, against whom they had sinned, Judah turned to a former enemy, Egypt, hoping for help against the invasion of Assyria. Judah’s forefathers had been slaves in Egypt. God had mercifully freed them from bondage by the blood of a passover lamb, and by dividing the Red Sea as a safe passage into the land of promise (see Exodus 1,12,14). Small wonder God’s warning to Judah in effect was, “Don’t go to Egypt for help, because it will not be a good thing. Help from Egypt is only a mirage in the desert.”

Judah’s King Hezekiah had been successfully reigning because the Lord was with him. In his sixth year, however, when Assyria captured Samaria, conditions in Judah began to deteriorate. By the fourteenth year of Hezekiah’s reign, Sennacherib, king of Assyria, was on a rampage as he attacked the fortified cities of Judah. Frightened and failing to trust God, Hezekiah made a huge mistake. He tried to purchase freedom from Assyria. He took the treasures from the Temple and attempted to bribe the Assyrian king. If there was any sort of agreement between Assyria and Judah by that time, Sennacherib broke all of them and invaded Judah anyway (see 2 Kings 18).

As the rulers of Judah discussed negotiations, Isaiah warned them concerning the caravans that traveled from Jerusalem to Egypt carrying Judah’s riches to buy protections against Assyria (see Isaiah 30:6,7). Although Egypt was depicted as a land of fearsome animals, to Judah it must have appeared to be the only way out of their frightening circumstances. Despite Isaiah’s warning, the rulers of Judah plunged ahead in rebellion against God. If only they had realized that God was offering a way out for them if they would quietly wait for His complete deliverance.

Clearly, the Lord wanted the record of Judah’s failure to be a lesson for future generations. He commanded Isaiah to write the message on a tablet for “an everlasting witness” as he rebuked them for their rebellion and their unwillingness “to listen to the Lord’s instruction” (Isaiah 30:8,9). The leaders, however, did not want to hear God’s words, they wanted to hear “pleasant things” (Isaiah 30:10). Later, when Assyria actually did invade Judah, Egypt lived up to her other name, “Rahab, the Do-Nothing” (Isaiah 30:7). When the crisis came, Egypt did nothing.

Decisions, good or bad, have consequences. Isaiah warned what would happen to Judah because they chose to trust Egypt rather than God (see Isaiah 30:12-14). Judah’s only hope was repentance and faith in God (see Isaiah 30:15). It was not too late; there could still be restoration. Isaiah declared: “Yet the Lord longs to be gracious to you; he rises to show you compassion. For the Lord is a God of justice. Blessed are all who wait for him!” (Isaiah 30:18).

God used Assyria to discipline Judah, but Jerusalem would not fall into the enemy’s hands. God would defeat Assyria, and the Jewish remnant, the believers, would rejoice in that event (see Isaiah 30:31-33).

The King Is Coming!

Once again Isaiah presents a beautiful ray of hope to God’s people as he looks far into the future to Christ’s return to begin His Messianic reign (see Isaiah 32:1,15-17). “See, a king will reign in righteousness” (Isaiah 32:1). Never has there been a king like Him. Isaiah describes the awe-inspiring changes that will occur under Christ’s reign. All eyes of the spiritually blind will be opened. The ears of the deaf will hear God’s truth, and they will understand and obey (see Isaiah 32:3,4).

In Isaiah’s day, as in modern-day society, the rich and famous were admired, even though their lifestyles and values deserved very little respect. Not so when Christ reigns: “In that day ungodly fools will not be heroes. Wealthy cheaters will not be respected as outstanding citizens. Everyone will recognize ungodly fools for what they are” (Isaiah 32:5,6, NLT).

The sins of the “complacent” women who were unconcerned in a time of national crisis are specifically mentioned (see Isaiah 32:9-14). Isaiah warned, “In a little more than a year you…will tremble” as the harvest fails and the land becomes desolate (Isaiah 32:10).

In Isaiah 32:15-20 the prophet declares Israel’s suffering and judgment are not permanent. He returns to his description of Christ’s reign of the messianic kingdom when “the Spirit is poured upon us” (Isaiah 32:15), and there will be peace and plenty.

Woe to Assyria!

The last woe in this section is directed, not against Judah, but against Assyria, as Isaiah declares the coming destruction of that nation. Vengeance and treachery against Judah earned King Sennacherib the titles “destroyer” and “traitor” because he had been ruthlessly destroying everything in his path all across Judah. Now, he too would be betrayed and destroyed in the very near future (see Isaiah 33:1). The bottom line is that God will not be mocked (see Galatians 6:7). An old fable also teaches that truth:

One day a young boy saw his parents again force his grandfather from the table to sit in a corner and eat from a wooden bowl. Why? Because the old man’s trembling hands caused too many spills and broken dishes. Later, as the boy whittled a block of wood, the father asked, “What are you making?”

“A wooden bowl for you, when you get old,” he innocently said.

Galatians 6:7 says, “A man reaps what he sows.” Assyria and king Sennacherib were no exception. Isaiah declared the day of fulfillment was coming, and when it did, a remnant of Judah would call out to God: “Be gracious to us…Be our strength every morning, our salvation in time of distress” (Isaiah 33:2).

The prophet promised that the Lord would be exalted in Assyria’s defeat, but there would first be difficult times ahead for Judah. Isaiah 33:7-9 describe the coming situation. Soldiers and officials will weep as cities fall, all negotiations will fail, and treaties will be broken. Highways will be deserted. There will be no escape. Only God will save His people.

“‘Now will I arise,’ says the Lord. ‘Now will I be exalted”’ (Isaiah 33:10). Isaiah declared Assyria’s defeat would be swift and complete (see Isaiah 33:12), and it was, as we shall see in our next lesson.

At the fulfillment of this prophecy, the news of God’s wonderful deliverance of Jerusalem will spread far and wide. It will bring glory to God, but it also brought fear and conviction to the people of Judah. God said that sinners among His people would ask, “Which one of us… can live here in the presence of this all-consuming fire?” (Isaiah 33:14, NLT). God’s answer is: “He who walks righteously and speaks what is right, who rejects gain from extortion and keeps his hand from accepting bribes, who stops his ears against plots of murder and shuts his eyes against contemplating evil” (Isaiah 33:15). Of course, it is impossible to achieve these character qualities in our own strength. Only when we are empowered by the Holy Spirit can we grow in grace and spiritual strength.

Once again God permitted Isaiah to look far into the future when Christ will return to rule Jerusalem. In that heavenly Jerusalem God Himself will be on the throne. The city will be known as a secure place, filled with the powerful, majestic presence of Christ Jesus (see Isaiah 33:20-24).

Points to Ponder

Are you aware that the Lord inspired some of the New Testament writers to frequently quote from Isaiah 28 and 29? In the Bible a valid principle in judicial matters was that evidence was to be based on two or three witnesses (see Deuteronomy 17:6; 2 Corinthians 13:1). The “gems” in these chapters are so vital the Lord wanted more than one witness—namely Isaiah—to bring them to our minds! Let’s look at some of them.

When teaching that God is sovereign (see Romans 9:20), Paul refers to Isaiah 29:16 and points out that man has no right to dictate terms to God. We always get into trouble when we attempt to “help” Him. Only He knows what is best for each individual. Peter quoted Isaiah 28:16 when referring to Christ as the Cornerstone. If we have Christ as our foundation and build our lives on Him, we cannot fail (see 1 Peter 2:6). Both Matthew 15:7, 8 and Mark 7:6, 7 quote Isaiah 29:13 when rebuking religious leaders in Jerusalem for hypocrisy, and for being more concerned with traditions than with conditions of the heart. It is so easy to give the Lord only lip service when our hearts are far from Him. To help you draw near to Him, perhaps you want to do what David did when he said, “I have set the Lord always before me. Because he is at my right hand, I will not be shaken” (Psalm 16:8).

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

· Each day the assigned Scripture may include long passages. If necessary you may read only the specific portions cited for each question. If you have more time, you may wish to read the entire assigned passage.

First Day: Read the commentary on Isaiah 28-33.

1.
What helpful or new thought did you find in the commentary or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you chose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible). The suggested memory verse is Isaiah 33:2, or you may choose another verse.

Second Day: Read Isaiah 34.

1.
Isaiah’s summons is directed to different listeners. Who are the listeners according to Isaiah 34:1?

2.
What reason did Isaiah give for these listeners to heed? See Isaiah 34:2.

3.
What does Isaiah 34:8 say? Remember the name Zion refers to all Israel.

4.
Isaiah 34 is a vivid description of the Battle of Armageddon as found in Revelation 19:11-21. According to Isaiah 34:9, 13, what will the land of Edom be like as a result of God’s judgment? (Most scholars agree “Edom” refers to all proud Gentile nations.)

5.
The judgment of all nations will occur in the Day of the Lord when Christ returns. What do the following Scriptures say about the time of His return?

1 Thessalonians 5:2, 3

2 Peter 3:10

6.
Personal: What encouragement do you find in 1 Thessalonians 4:16, 17 concerning the second coming of Christ? Why not write a thank you note to God for preparing the way for you to be with Him forever?

Third Day: Read Isaiah 35.

Note: Isaiah 35 describes the future of God’s people and is in stark contrast to the future of the unrepentant of chapter 34.

1.
When the Lord establishes His kingdom on earth what changes will be evident in the land? See Isaiah 35:1,2.

2.
According to Isaiah 35:5, 6 what is promised to the inhabitants of the earth when Christ reigns?

3.
Challenge: Isaiah 35 symbolizes the inward changes that may take place in the heart and life of a believer when Christ Jesus enters that life. Identify some of the changes from the following Scriptures.

Romans 5:1-2

Romans 8:1-2

2 Timothy 1:7

2 Peter 1:3

4.
What is the name of the highway that will be evident in that Day and what is its purpose? See Isaiah 35:8, 9.

5.
Describe the feelings of the redeemed or ransomed according to Isaiah 35:10.

6.
Personal: What do you want to tell the Lord when you think of His return, knowing you are redeemed and will be with Him forever? If you are unsure you are saved, ask Him right now to forgive you and to make you His child by following the information in Romans 3:23-24; 10:9,10; John 1:12-13.

Fourth Day: Read Isaiah 36.

1.
What was the great crisis that threatened Judah and King Hezekiah? See Isaiah 36:1,2a.

2.
The enemy’s field commander attempted to frighten the people by pointing out Judah’s weakness. What did he say about Judah’s military strength and alliances in Isaiah 36:5-6?

3.
Challenge: In Isaiah 36:7 the Assyrian commander said God was displeased with Hezekiah because the king had removed places of worship. Read 2 Kings 18:3-7a. What places of worship did Hezekiah remove? What does the Bible say that proves God was not displeased with Hezekiah?

4.
What request did the three men of Judah ask of the commander in an attempt to dispel the fear of the people on the city wall? See Isaiah 36:11.

5.
a.
According to Isaiah 36:14, 15 what did the commander say about the people’s faith and trust in God?

b.
The enemy commander was very arrogant as he slandered and blasphemed God. What do the following Scriptures say about these sins?


Proverbs 16:5


Isaiah 13:11

c.
What did the official promise that the king of Assyria would do if Judah surrendered? See Isaiah 36:16, 17.

6.
a.
When false accusations from the enemy come to weaken your faith, how can these scriptural promises help you?


2 Timothy 4:18


Hebrews 13:5-6

b.
Personal: Are you dealing with a false accusation from the enemy? Why not pray about this now?

Fifth Day: Read Isaiah 37.

1.
When Hezekiah’s officials told him about the threats of the field commander, where did Hezekiah go? See Isaiah 37:1.

2.
Challenge: What promise concerning Assyria did God make to Hezekiah in Isaiah 37:6-7?

3.
a.
What did Hezekiah do with the letter he received from the Assyrian messengers? See Isaiah 37:14-15.

b.
How did Hezekiah begin his prayer in Isaiah 37:16 before he made his request to God?

4.
a.
What was God’s promise concerning Jerusalem and the king of Assyria? See Isaiah 37:33-35.

b.
Describe what occurred when the angel of the Lord visited the Assyrian camp. See Isaiah 37:36,37.

5.
Are there any seemingly impossible situations for God? Read the following references concerning God’s ability.

Jeremiah 32:17

Jeremiah 32:27

6.
Personal: Read Jeremiah 33:2-3. If you like, write a thank-you note (prayer) to the Lord for this gracious invitation.

Sixth Day: Read Isaiah 38-39.

Note: Most biblical scholars agree that Isaiah 38 and 39 are a flashback to a time before the Assyrian invasion, although the invasion was coming (see Isaiah 38:6).

1.
a.
What was Isaiah’s message from God to Hezekiah concerning his illness? See Isaiah 38:1b.

b.
Describe Hezekiah’s reaction to the message. See Isaiah 38:2-3.

2.
How did God answer Hezekiah’s prayer in regard to the king’s illness? See Isaiah 38:4-5.

3.
From whom did Hezekiah receive letters and a gift? See Isaiah 39:1.

4.
Hezekiah was so pleased and proud of the visitors he was not thinking clearly. What terrible mistake did he make and what would happen as a result? See Isaiah 39:2, 5, 6. No doubt Satan had a hand in this situation.

5.
Challenge: The Bible warns us about the evil tactics of Satan. Describe in your own words how Satan works according to these Scriptures.

2 Corinthians 11:3

1 Peter 5:8-10

6.
Personal: The Bible says that, because of Christ, believers are more than conquerors (see Romans 8:37). When Satan comes to tempt you, what direction does James 4:7, 8 give for you to follow? In what specific area of your life do you need to put this into practice? Why not pray about this now?

Isaiah Lesson 8
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Isaiah Chapters 34-39

The cry of the environmentalists to save endangered species is very familiar. Some years ago scientists reported in National Geographic’s magazine World that according to their statistics 45 different kinds of plants and animals become extinct daily. The primary cause? Human disruption of the environment. Experts warn that the clock of impending disaster is ticking; something must be done to curb this danger.

While we should be concerned with this environmental problem, there is a far greater concern. Isaiah reminds us that the prophetic clock of God’s coming judgment is also ticking. No, humans will, of course, not become extinct. Unless there is repentance and turning to God, however, sinners will be eternally lost. In that sense, man, whom God created in His own image (see Genesis 1:27), is the “endangered species.”

God’s Indignation

Isaiah 34 presents what might be considered to be a conclusion to chapters 28-33. After the woes in those chapters, we come now to the final time of God’s judgment. Once again Isaiah looks far into the future to the time when God’s wrath will come down upon the powers of Satan and upon all nations who are enemies of God. The prophet also refers to that time in the future when Christ returns to establish His messianic kingdom.

In Isaiah 34:1 God’s call is to the heathen nations and to the earth. So important is His call that even the earth must listen: “Let the earth hear, and all that is in it.” After this startling summons, Isaiah tells why all must hear: “The Lord is angry with all nations; his wrath is upon all their armies. He will totally destroy them, he will give them over to slaughter” (Isaiah 34:2, italics added).

There is more. The nation of Edom, Israel’s ancient enemy, is chosen to symbolize the coming divine judgment upon the whole world and all Gentile nations: “For it is the day of the LORD’s vengeance, the year when Edom will be paid back for all it did to Israel” (Isaiah 34:8, NLT). In the Day of the Lord, God’s payday will come to all nations who have mistreated the Jews or exploited their land (see Joel 3:1-17).

Isaiah uses the phrase “Day of the Lord” (see 13:9 with 34:8), which has several meanings. According to The New Bible Dictionary, J.D. Douglas, editor, it means that prophets of old looked forward to a time when God would judge the wicked, redeem the righteous, and cleanse the earth of evil. It also refers to the second coming of Christ and His messianic kingdom.

The prophet’s description of the enemy nations and the desolation following the disaster (see Isaiah 34:2-15) is a vivid description of the Battle of Armageddon (see Revelation 19:11-21), that horrible defeat and destruction of the armies of the world.

Isaiah 34:11-17 says that in the Day of the Lord, when God has finished His work, the earth will be a wilderness. A skeptic may be tempted to scoff at God’s warning due to the long delay between the promise and its execution. He needs to be reminded God is waiting; He “is patient… not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance (2 Peter 3:9). The Bible says, “The day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night. While people are saying ‘Peace and safety,’ destruction will come… suddenly… and they will not escape” (1 Thessalonians 5:2,3). The wise move for the lost sinner is to repent now and to accept God’s offer of salvation through Jesus Christ.

The Glorious Kingdom

One of the darkest chapters in the Bible is Isaiah 34, and one of the brightest, most joyful is Isaiah 35. The contrast between the two chapters reminds me of a story adapted from the Encyclopedia of Sermon Illustrations, compiled by David F. Burgess. An audience watched artist, Thomas Nast, paint a pastoral scene with green hills, fleecy clouds and babbling brook. When he moved away from the easel, accolades resounded across the room.

“But it’s not finished,” said Nast.

He dipped his brush into dark, somber colors as people looked on in surprise and silence. Then rashly he made daubs and blotches on the painting much as a child would. At last he said, “Now it’s finished and perfect.” Not a sound was heard. Nast turned the picture on one end and the crowd gasped in awe! Before their eyes was a breathtaking scene. A magnificent waterfall cascaded over moss-covered rocks and rainbow hues appeared to dance all over the scene. The first had not been ruined, merely changed by a touch of a master’s hand.

Gloom and darkness prevailed in Isaiah 34. The heavens would dissolve, and the land turn into a wilderness. Joy bursts forth at the marvelous news of the coming Messiah-King in Isaiah 35. During His reign the Master will touch that barren wilderness and transform it into a beautiful garden of Eden. As God spoke the universe into existence (see Genesis 1), so He will one day speak it out of existence. Man will go to a new creation that is far better. Even the land “will rejoice and blossom… it will burst into bloom” (Isaiah 35:1,2).

With great joy the deserts “will see the glory of the Lord, the splendor of our God” (Isaiah 35:2). There will be no more burning sand because God will cause the land to produce rich harvests (see Isaiah 35:7).

There will be a highway called “the Way of Holiness” (Isaiah 35:8). No wicked will travel on it. It is for the redeemed who will go home singing the songs of “everlasting joy” (Isaiah 35:10). What a blessed hope is ours as we look for the return of Christ Jesus.

Historical Interlude

We come now to four chapters (Isaiah 36-39) described by biblical scholars as a “historical interlude” that forms a link between the first and second parts of the prophecy. Chapters 36-37 end the first part with its emphasis on Assyria. In chapters 38-39 Isaiah looks forward and introduces the beginning of the Babylonian period. He clearly says Judah will be taken into exile by Babylon.

In Isaiah 36 the prophet abruptly calls our attention to the realities and problems of his local situation rather than giving more prophecies. It was a very critical time in the history of Judah (see 2 Kings 18-20; 2 Chronicles 29-32.)

A Great Crisis

It was the fourteenth year of Hezekiah’s reign, and Sennacherib was ready to overthrow the city of Jerusalem (see Isaiah 36:1,2). A critical confrontation was about to occur. On one side was proud, ruthless Assyria with every military advantage. On the other, Judah, seemingly defenseless, with no human resources—a perfect setting to demonstrate that Judah belonged to the Sovereign God who has control of all the earth.

Hezekiah was a man of God of whom the Bible says, “There was no one like him among all the kings of Judah, either before him or after him” (2 Kings 18:5). He worked hard to bring the people to a strong faith in God. He destroyed idols and pagan places of worship, and restored the temple and services of worship (see 2 Chronicles 29-31).

Although Hezekiah led Judah in a wonderful reformation, perfect peace and prosperity were not a guaranteed result. Frequently, when the state of affairs appears to be at its best, crises spring up to mar the peace. We know Christians are not exempt; the question is: How do we handle crises? I knew a professor who often reminded students: A crisis does not make a person; it shows what a person is made of.

History tells us of a “small” crisis President Calvin Coolidge experienced. He awoke in his hotel room one night to find a cat burglar going through his things. Instead of remaining quiet or risking even greater danger by calling security, he began to quietly talk to the thief. Coolidge asked him not to take his watch because it had special meaning. As Coolidge continued the calm conversation, he discovered that the thief was a college student with no money. As the thief listened, he soon began to return everything. Coolidge then gave him $32 as a loan to get back to campus, and urged him to leave the same way he entered and so avoid the Secret Service. The loan? It was paid back. Mercy in this crisis obviously helped a young person turn from stealing, and changed what might have become a major crisis into good.

For the most part, Hezekiah came through crises with flying colors. Yes, he failed miserably, as we mentioned in Lesson 7, when in fear and doubt he tried to stop Sennacherib with a bribe (see 2 Kings 18:15,16). Before we become too critical of Hezekiah, though, let’s look at his ruthless enemy. Sennacherib, at the time of Hezekiah’s fourteenth year of reign, had captured the northern kingdom and was sweeping down from the north taking every city and nation in his path.

King Sennacherib

Isaiah takes up the account when the Assyrians were at Lachish, about thirty miles southwest of Jerusalem—their next target. In making plans, Sennacherib sent three of his most important officers with a large army (see 2 Kings 18:17) to arrange for Hezekiah to surrender the city. The leader of the Assyrian delegation was a bold, vulgar field commander. At the aqueduct of the Upper Pool they were met by three of Hezekiah’s men (see Isaiah 36:2).

Their place of meeting is interesting. Thirty years earlier Isaiah met in that very place with Ahaz, Hezekiah’s father. Isaiah brought a warning from God (see Isaiah 7:3), but Ahaz chose to make a treaty with Assyria (see 2 Kings 16:5-9) rather than trust God. He had been warned by Isaiah (see Isaiah 7:17-25) of what Assyria would do. Now that warning was becoming a reality. I wonder if Hezekiah thought of his father’s earlier choice now that Assyria was on Jerusalem’s doorstep.

Assyria’s commander delivered the most arrogant, blasphemous message ever recorded in Scripture! Demonstrating his great contempt for the Jewish people and their faith in God, he stood in a prominent place outside the walls of Jerusalem where his voice could easily be heard by the city’s defenders.

In every way this official tried to undermine everything the Jews believed in: “On whom are you depending, that you rebel against me?” he shouted (Isaiah 36:5). After boasting about Assyria’s king (see Isaiah 36:4,13), he criticized Egypt: “The mighty king of Assyria says you are a fool to think the king of Egypt will help you” (Isaiah 36:4, TLB). He was right, and Judah had been warned (see Isaiah 30:1-7).

Next he attacked Judah’s faith in God (see Isaiah 36:7, 14,15). He said trusting God was sure to fail because God was already displeased with Hezekiah for removing the high places and altars and insisting everyone must worship in Jerusalem. The man had no idea those altars were pagan shrines! He had no idea what it meant to worship God. The bottom line of his ranting was that it was hopeless—Judah was already defeated because there was no help for them on earth from Egypt, nor from God in heaven. He was wrong!

Furthermore, he said Judah could surely not depend on her military strength. True, Hezekiah had fortified Jerusalem (see 2 Chronicles 32:2-8) but the man felt that was a laughing matter (see Isaiah 36:8-10). Again he was wrong! Assyria would not be defeated without God’s help. In demanding unconditional surrender the commander went so far as to insist it was by God’s direction that Assyria conquer Jerusalem (see Isaiah 36:10).

Being deeply concerned about the morale of the defenders of the city who heard the commander’s propaganda, the Jewish leaders asked the man to speak to them in Aramaic (see Isaiah 36:11). This request, however, made the commander shout louder: “[He]… called out in Hebrew, ‘Hear the words of the great king… of Assyria!”’ (Isaiah 36:13), thereby again implying that Hezekiah was nothing. The man continued to verbally tear down Hezekiah, saying he was deceiving the people by his promise that God would help them. The official urged the people to trust Sennacherib’s promise. What was the promise? If they would make peace they would each have their own farms, gardens and water in Assyria (see Isaiah 36:16,17). There was one “small” problem however—they would be prisoners in another land!

Three different times the commander insisted Hezekiah could not help them and referred to the folly of trusting their king as he listed the gods of the nations Assyria had conquered (see Isaiah 36:14-19). Then he asked, “Who of all the gods of these countries has been able to save his land from me? How then can the Lord deliver Jerusalem from my hand?” (Isaiah 36:20). The audacity of placing Almighty God on par with heathen idols!

Despite these horrible blasphemous demands and taunts, the people remained silent and did not respond. They remained quiet because Hezekiah asked them to.

Hezekiah’s Reaction

One truth that Sennacherib and his men overlooked was that God, not Assyria, was in control. The situation appeared ominous to Hezekiah’s officials. Grief-stricken due to failed negotiations with Assyria’s commander, they returned to Hezekiah, their clothes torn as a token of grief.

When Hezekiah heard their report he also “tore his clothes and put on sackcloth” (Isaiah 37:1), but he knew what to do about his grief. Being a man of God, he went to the temple to pour out his heart to God who had so often delivered His people in the past. He felt the need for counsel and prayer, so he sent some of his men to report to Isaiah with the news and asked the prophet to pray “for the remnant that still survives” (Isaiah 37:4).

Although this must have been a time when Hezekiah’s faith was severely tested, God did not forsake him. Neither does He forsake us when we commit all to the Lord in our darkest hour. God’s promise is: “He will call upon me, and I will answer him; I will be with him in trouble, I will deliver him and honor him” (Psalm 91:15). He did that for Hezekiah, as we will soon see.

Isaiah’s response was encouraging and reassuring. The officials were to tell Hezekiah “This is what the Lord says: Do not be afraid of what you have heard… [they] have blasphemed me” (Isaiah 37:6). The power play was no longer between Assyria and Judah. The Assyrians had challenged God’s power and now the living God Himself takes up the challenge. God’s message to Hezekiah had three points: (1) do not be afraid, (2) the Assyrians will leave, (3) Sennacherib will die (see Isaiah 37:5-7). It all happened as God said!

Not surprisingly, the Assyrian commander left to join Sennacherib, who was fighting another city of Judah, only to learn that an Egyptian army was on the march against him. Sennacherib had to go home, but he sent another letter to Hezekiah pressuring him to surrender Jerusalem at once.

Hezekiah’s Prayer

Messengers brought the letter from the enemy camp and Hezekiah read it. Rather than attempting to answer it himself, he took the letter to the temple and spread it out before the Lord. It will be worthwhile for you to read that prayer (see Isaiah 37:14-20). Notice that Hezekiah declared his own faith in God as he bowed in worship. He acknowledged God’s greatness and power as he freely admitted that idols are powerless. Hezekiah’s plea was not only that the people be rescued, but “that all kingdoms on earth may know that you alone, O Lord, are God” (Isaiah 37:20). Such faith and such a humble prayer would be answered!

Do we take full advantage of prayer as Hezekiah did? The psalmist says the Lord “is close to all who call on him, yes, to all who call on him sincerely. He fulfills the desires of those who fear him; he hears their cries for help and rescues them” (Psalm 145:18,19 NLT).

The devotional magazine, Our Daily Bread, March 9, 1977, gives an account of a missionary doctor in Zaire. A mother died at the mission while giving birth to a premature infant. The medical staff tried to save the baby by improvising an incubator, but their supplies were limited. They needed a hot water bottle.

The children at the mission were asked to pray for the now-orphaned baby and her sister. Typical of a child’s faith, one little girl prayed: “Dear God, please send a hot water bottle today. Tomorrow will be too late because the baby will die. And Lord, please send a doll for the sister so she won’t be so sad.” That afternoon a package arrived from England. As the children watched, there under some clothing was a hot water bottle! The little prayer warrior shouted, “If God sent that, I know He sent a doll!” She was right. What a wonderful example of God’s omniscience! God knows our needs long before we do.

The Lord promised, “Before they call I will answer; while they are still speaking I will hear” (Isaiah 65:24). Although not all prayers are answered so dramatically, the Lord always responds in His time.

God’s answer to Hezekiah’s prayer was encouraging. First, God assured him that Jerusalem would not be conquered despite the fact that Assyria could easily have done so (see Isaiah 37:31-35). Sennacherib had become “drunk” with his own power and didn’t realize he was only a tool that God used to discipline His people. God said He would save the city and no power on earth could defeat that verdict.

Second, in Isaiah 37:23-29 God reiterated what He promised (see Isaiah 37:7)—the Assyrians would leave. God would humble them because of their arrogance, pride and blasphemy. Sennacherib and his army would be treated like cattle and God would lead them from Jerusalem.

Third, God said there were lean years ahead for His people due to the damage the enemy had done to the land, but there would be enough to eat (see Isaiah 37:30). Remember, God warned earlier that Sennacherib would be destroyed (see Isaiah 30:31). It happened. The angel of the Lord went into the enemy camp and 185,000 Assyrian men died in one night. The king broke camp and ran to Nineveh. There Sennacherib was finally killed by his own son while in a pagan temple worshipping and praying to an idol.

Hezekiah’s Illness

In light of Isaiah 38:6 it is believed by most biblical scholars that Isaiah 38 and 39 are a flashback, since the events described in Isaiah 36-37 (701 b.c.) had not yet occurred. Isaiah 38:1 says Hezekiah was very ill and God sent the prophet to tell him, “Put your house in order… you will not recover.” When the king heard this he turned his face to the wall and prayed and wept. Most commentaries agree this was not an act of anger. Like most of us, Hezekiah must have had many unfinished plans, since at this time he was comparatively young and he wanted to live. No matter when one receives that medical “death verdict,” it is a shock. Hezekiah’s reaction was very normal.

Apparently at that time Hezekiah did not have a son. He was therefore deeply concerned for the nation and for an heir to the throne if he died. Hezekiah would have to appoint a close relative to take the throne of David (see 2 Samuel 7:16), or the Davidic line would be broken. With all these concerns it is no small wonder that the king turned his face to the wall and poured out his heart to the Lord when he heard his life would soon end.

God heard the king’s prayer and extended his life by fifteen years (see Isaiah 38:4,5). Hezekiah was so delighted with God’s answer to his prayer that he wrote a psalm of praise for his recovery (see Isaiah 38:10-20). Hezekiah learned new humility and gained a deeper love for God and new appreciation for service.

Hezekiah’s Visitors

The king of Babylon heard of Hezekiah’s illness and recovery and sent an envoy with letters and a gift (see Isaiah 39:1). Naturally, Hezekiah was flattered by this gesture. The Bible says Satan is always on the alert to deceive and destroy (see 1 Peter 5:8). This is an example of Satan’s work. The real reason for gifts and a visit from Babylon, a principle source of idolatry, was to gain information on Judah’s financial status. Without waiting upon God, Hezekiah played right into Babylon’s scheme. He took the envoy on a tour of the palace and showed off his treasures. That was a very reckless move, for the king was very wealthy (see 2 Chronicles 32:27-29).

After the envoy left, Isaiah asked Hezekiah about them. Although Hezekiah was flattered by the envoy, Isaiah recognized the danger when the king said “They saw everything… There is nothing… that I did not show them” (Isaiah 39:4).

It must have been a great shock to Hezekiah when Isaiah said, “The time will… come when everything in your palace, and all that your fathers have stored up until this day, will be carried off to Babylon” (Isaiah 39:6). This prophecy was fulfilled years later when Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, conquered Judah (see 2 Kings 24, 25; 2 Chronicles 36).

Hezekiah’s response to Isaiah’s prophecy could be interpreted as relief that he personally would not face that trouble. Second Chronicles 32:26 says the king repented and was forgiven. Isaiah 39:8 is better interpreted as Hezekiah’s humble acceptance of God’s will.

Points to Ponder

It was Martin Luther who said, “Prayer is a strong wall and fortress of the Church; it is a goodly Christian weapon.”

Do you realize how important prayer was to Hezekiah? When his men reported the tirade by the Assyrian official, the king sent men to Isaiah, as he went to the temple to pray (see Isaiah 37:1-4). When Sennacherib sent a letter trying to pressure him concerning Jerusalem, Hezekiah spread the letter out before the Lord (see Isaiah 37:14-20). He prayed that his beloved city would be saved and it was. When he was deathly ill he prayed and was healed (see Isaiah 38). Yes, he made mistakes, but he knew prayer could lead to forgiveness and healing.

We have the same open door to the Father. He invites us to ask, to seek and to knock “and the door will be opened” (see Matthew 7:7).

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

· Each day the assigned Scripture may include long passages. If necessary you may read only the specific portions cited for each question. If you have more time, you may wish to read the entire assigned passage.

First Day: Read the commentary on Isaiah 34-39.

1.
What helpful or new thought did you find in the commentary or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you chose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible). The suggested memory verse is Matthew 7:7-8, or you may choose another verse.

Second Day: Read Isaiah 40:1-8.

Note: Isaiah 40 is the beginning of a major division in the book of Isaiah and is frequently quoted in the New Testament. Isaiah’s visions of the future include the Jews going into exile, their return to rebuild Jerusalem and the birth of Jesus Christ.

1.
a.
Isaiah 40 opens with the word “comfort” and it appears frequently from there on. Use a dictionary and write a definition of the word.

b.
According to Isaiah 40:1, God wants his people to be comforted. In writing to the Corinthians, how does the apostle Paul describe God? Read 2 Corinthians 1:3.

c.
In 2 Corinthians 1:4 Paul tells us why the Lord comforts us in our troubles. What is the reason?

2.
Why are God’s people to be comforted according to Isaiah 40:2?

3.
Isaiah 40:3 says a “voice” would proclaim the message: “Prepare the way for the LORD.” This prophecy has been fulfilled. Read Matthew 3:1-3 and identify that voice.

4.
a.
To what does Isaiah compare people in Isaiah 40:7?

b.
What is the only thing that will not pass away, but will stand forever? See Isaiah 40:8.

5.
Challenge: God’s word, the Bible, is our weapon against Satan. Read the following verses to find how the Bible describes itself.

Psalm 119:105

Ephesians 6:17

1 Peter 2:2

6.
Personal: Often favorite Scripture becomes so familiar there is danger of missing the challenge or the message. Read Psalm 119:11 and James 1:22, two familiar verses. Do you need to talk to the Lord about your response to them?

Third Day: Read Isaiah 40:9-20.

These verses refer to the future defeat of Babylon and to Judah’s return to her homeland after the exile.

1.
What was the message that Isaiah was to shout to all the towns of Judah?

2.
A rough road lay ahead for the returning exiles to rebuild Jerusalem. What was the message of encouragement to dispel their fears in Isaiah 40:10?

3.
Challenge: Re-read Isaiah 40:10, 11. Describe the extreme contrast in Isaiah’s description of the Lord who would come to lead Judah home.

4.
What phrases in Isaiah 40:12-14 show that God is all-powerful and all-knowing?

5.
How does Isaiah show that an idol cannot ever be comparable to the Living God? See Isaiah 40:19,20.

6.
Personal: Read John 1:10b,14. How do you feel in view of God’s power and wisdom? Tell God how you feel.

Fourth Day: Read Isaiah 40:21-31.

1.
Isaiah said idols cannot be compared to God. What does he say about comparing people with God? See Isaiah 40:22-25. (He is not referring to Genesis 1:26.)

2.
Personal: Do you ever feel discouraged? Read and compare Isaiah 40:26 with Luke 12:27,28. Since God cares even for stars and lilies, what encouragement do you feel for His care for you?

3.
a.
According to Isaiah 40:27 what complaint did the people (Jacob and Israel) have against God?

b.
What answer to their complaint is given in Isaiah 40:28?

4.
Challenge: Re-read Isaiah 40:29-31. List as many promises as you can that the Lord gave to all who wait upon Him.

5.
Read 2 Corinthians 12:9-10 to find how the apostle Paul compares man’s ability and God’s power.

6.
a.
During the past days, has life in general gotten you down? What “prescription” does Hebrews 12:2 have for that condition?

b.
Personal: Take a moment to review all the promises and challenges in the verses you studied today. Choose one or more that speak to your personal situation, and write it here, claiming it as a personal promise or challenge to you from God. Thank Him for who He is and for His care for you!

Fifth Day: Read Isaiah 41:1-16.

Note: Isaiah 41 opens with a “courtroom” scene as God challenges idols that the people appear to depend on. The Jewish remnant, still in Babylon, will soon be going home. They are frightened because the Persian empire, stronger than Babylon, is being used by God for His special purpose.

1.
Isaiah warns the people that God “has stirred up one from the east.” Read Isaiah 45:1 to find the name of the person.

2.
Challenge: Fear is very evident in these chapters. God again tells His people not to fear, and each time He gives them a promise. Find the promise in each of these verses.

Isaiah 41:10

Isaiah 41:13

Isaiah 41:14

3.
The Bible frequently tells us not to fear. According to 2 Timothy 1:7 Paul says that fear does not come from God. What has God given us?

4.
Re-read Isaiah 41:8-10. God continued to encourage His fearful people as they thought of their journey home. What special reasons did He give for them not to be afraid?

5.
Personal: Are you facing a fearful situation? What precious promise is given to you in Romans 8:35-39? Why not pray now and claim this promise from God?

Sixth Day: Read Isaiah 41:17-29.

1.
God promised to protect His people from enemy nations on their journey. How would He provide for their physical needs according to Isaiah 41:17,18?

2.
What was one very important reason why the Lord would provide for them? See Isaiah 41:20.

3.
God challenged the idols. What did He ask idols to do? See Isaiah 41:22,23.

4.
According to Isaiah 41:24,28,29 what was God’s final summation of idols?

5.
There is sometimes a tendency among modern-day Christians to think that idolatry is a sin of the past. Anything that becomes more important to you than God is an idol. What kinds of idolatry do you find in the following verses?

Matthew 6:24

1 Timothy 6:9,10,17

6.
Personal: Ask God to show you anything that is an idol in your life. Confess this sin to Him, and thank Him for His forgiveness. Read 1 John 1:9.

Isaiah Lesson 9
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Isaiah Chapters 40-41

When God completed His work of creation, says an old Jewish legend, He asked the angels for their opinion of it. “The only thing missing is the sound of praise to the Creator,” said one.

So God created music and soon all creation was filled with its glory. Music was heard in the bubbling brooks, in the rustle of the wind and in the songs of birds. Then God gave mankind the gift of song. Ever after, music has blessed the masses.

It is only a legend, but music is a marvelous means of praising and worshipping the Lord. Many portions of Isaiah 40 are very familiar because this chapter is the one upon which George Frederick Handel focused when he wrote his great musical masterpiece, the Messiah, which has blessed the multitudes from the tenor’s “Comfort Ye My People” to the famous “Hallelujah” chorus.

The Theme Changes

In Lesson 1 we pointed out that Dr. Henrietta Mears (as well as other scholars) compared the structure of the book of Isaiah to a miniature Bible with its two major divisions similar to the Old and New Testaments. We come now to the second part of the book of Isaiah, which corresponds closely with the New Testament. The theme changes because the visions the prophet saw from Isaiah 40 through 66 were projected far into the future—a little more than 150 years from Isaiah’s day until the time the exiles would return from Babylon.

The scene also changes abruptly. Isaiah sees a different world from Hezekiah’s that was prophesied in Isaiah 39:5-8, and one the king was thankful to escape.

Instead of speaking primarily to his own generation, as he had been, Isaiah focuses on future generations of God’s people in chapter 40. Just as he did in chapter 39, he looks into the future and sees, not Assyria, but Babylon destroying Jerusalem and taking the people into exile. Nevertheless, there is also a message of hope. Isaiah saw that because of God’s love, compassion and forgiveness He would bring His people back from exile to Jerusalem to rebuild the temple and restore the nation.

Isaiah chapters 40-66 were called the “Book of Consolation” by Jewish rabbis. It is easy to understand their reason because the word “comfort” appears frequently. According to Isaiah 23:15 and Jeremiah 25:11-12, the people were to be exiled in Babylon for 70 years. Isaiah 40 begins with Jerusalem in ruins. In Isaiah’s vision of the future the exile was about to end and the people were ready to go home. In chapters 1-39 Isaiah warned of coming judgment, but in this portion there is an emphasis on the greatness and graciousness of God. Isaiah comforts God’s people with a message of assurance that they will be returning to their homeland. That return began in 538 b.c.

God, Our Comforter

“Comfort, comfort my people, says your God” (Isaiah 40:1). The Jewish exiles in Babylon felt discouraged due to their past failures and sins. God, who knows the thoughts of every heart (see Psalm 139:1-4), knew they needed encouragement. Four voices are heard with a special message for the people (see Isaiah 40:1-11).

First is the voice of forgiveness and grace (see Isaiah 40:1-2). God graciously still calls them “my people” despite their grave sins of rejection, disobedience and idolatry. “Speak tenderly” means speak to the heart.

When Isaiah said Jerusalem was punished “double for all her sins” (Isaiah 40:2), that does not mean God punished unfairly. Most scholars agree, based on Jeremiah 16:18, that the punishment was in accordance to the sins. God is ready to forgive and to abundantly pardon (see Isaiah 55:7; 1 John 1:9). Now Judah had paid for her sins by enduring the hardship of exile: “Her sin has been paid for” (Isaiah 40:2).

The second voice is the message of providence (see Isaiah 40:3-5). God’s command is that a roadbed be prepared and a highway be built that the Jewish exiles might use as they return from Babylon. Their return would not be easy, but God Himself would lead the way. Furthermore, “all mankind… will see” (Isaiah 40:5) “the glory of the Lord” when God released His people from captivity.

All four Gospels refer to these verses and their final fulfillment in the voice of John the Baptist  announcing the coming of Jesus (see Matthew 3:3; Mark 1:3; Luke 3:4; John 1:23). When the Pharisees questioned John his reply was based on the words of Isaiah: “I am the voice of one calling in the desert, ‘Make straight the way for the Lord”’ (John 1:23). In John’s day Israel was in a spiritual desert, but for Christ to do His saving work, repentance was necessary to prepare the way (see Matthew 3:1-11).

The third voice is the voice of promise (see Isaiah 40:6-8). God’s command was, “Cry out.” In response to “What shall I cry?” comes the reply, “All men are like grass… The grass withers… but the word of our God stands forever” (Isaiah 40:6,8). The people needed to learn (as do we) that they were utterly helpless and dependent on God. He reminded them that the power of Babylon was temporary. Like the grass and flowers that fade, so nations and leaders come, complete their purposes, and then are gone. Only God and His Word remain.

It is reported that when the late Admiral Richard Byrd, the polar explorer, left his camp during the long dark night in Little America he always put down stakes every few yards as he walked. This important habit was Byrd’s safety precaution that would lead him back safely to his base. To lose sight of the stakes meant certain death.

God’s Word is similar, in a sense, to Byrd’s stakes. It becomes our safety net to prevent us from getting lost and experiencing certain spiritual death. The New Living Translation says: “People are like grass that dies away… But the word of the Lord will last forever” (1 Peter 1:24-25). That is the message to be declared: the Word of God stands forever and is available and current for us today. As the Jewish exiles started their journey back to their homeland they could hang on to God’s precious promises.

The fourth voice is the voice of hope (see Isaiah 40:9-11). “Lift up your voice with a shout… do not be afraid; say to the towns of Judah, ‘Here is your God!”’ (Isaiah 40:9). God’s command was to spread the news from the highest mountain. He would redeem His people from slavery by defeating their captor, Babylon, and would lead His people home. That was the good news for Judah.

The good news for us today is that God has provided a way to redeem all mankind from slavery to sin and Satan. The Lord is ready to lead each one safely to eternal life (see Isaiah 61:1-3; Luke 4:18-19). The choice is, however, up to each individual.

Behold Your God!

We also, like the Israelites, need to hear Isaiah’s challenge: Behold your God! Within these next verses we have a wonderful list of some of the Lord’s attributes. Look at them carefully, then in your heart answer God’s question: To whom will you compare Me? (See Isaiah 40:18,25.)

Our God is sovereign. He is in control and rules with awesome strength (see Isaiah 40:10). Yet He is a tender shepherd who “gathers the lambs in his arms and carries them close to his heart; and he gently leads those who have young” (Isaiah 40:11).

Our God is omnipotent (all-powerful, Isaiah 40:12). “Who has measured the waters in the hollow of his hand, or with the breadth of his hand marked off the heavens?” asks Isaiah. Sometime ago the magazine Our Daily Bread had an account of the Norwegian explorer Nansen, who attempted to measure a specific area in the Arctic ocean known for its depth. On his first try Nansen used his longest measuring line but without success. He wrote in his logbook, “Ocean deeper than that!” He continued for several days, but each entry in his log was, “Deeper than that!” Despite his best efforts by adjusting his equipment to the “nth” degree, Nansen failed in the attempt.

Yet by a word, God the Creator spoke the oceans into existence, one of which, with man’s best equipment, could not be measured.

Our God is omniscient. He alone is all-knowing, as Isaiah’s queries indicate: Who instructed Him? Who taught Him? Whom did He consult? (see Isaiah 40:13-14). Nations, no matter how powerful, are like a “drop in a bucket” and He “weighs the islands” like fine dust (see Isaiah 40:15). All the trees of Lebanon cannot supply enough sacrifice fires to atone for our sin.

A highlight when I visited Rome was to see the ruins of the Forum, the place where history not only occurred but was made. It was the center of economic, political and religious life of ancient Rome. There the Roman senate once met to deliver speeches and make profound decisions.

In his book Life Sentence, Charles Colson speaks of visiting the Forum. It brought back memories of his days as the President’s senior aide. Colson quoted Henry Kissinger who often opened their meetings by saying, “The decisions we must make today will affect the whole future course of human history.” Colson went on to say, “We believed it. Just as the Roman senators dressed in their flowing togas believed it nearly 2,000 years ago.” As Colson continued taking pictures of the stones and rubble of the Roman ruins he asked himself, “Would even this much be left of the Roosevelt Room in two centuries, let alone two millennia from now?”

In view of God’s attributes, the Israelites needed to be confronted with the question: To whom will you compare me? (see Isaiah 40:18,25). Obviously, God is greater than all nations and their gods. Nothing can be compared to Him. “He sits enthroned above the circle of the earth, and its people are like grasshoppers” (Isaiah 40:22). No, we are not so small and insignificant that God ignores us. Look at Isaiah 40:26. If He knows the names of each star, He also knows all about you as an individual. He knows your name (see John 10:3, 27); He knows the number of hairs on your head (see Luke 12:7); He even knows your thoughts before you verbalize them (see Psalm 139:4).

“Here is your God!” announced Isaiah as he spoke of Him—in all His majesty and power! Isaiah 40:10-17 sets the scene for exposing the pitiful foolishness of idolatry which had become such a horrible sin for Judah, as we shall see in Isaiah 41.

God Is Able

No doubt you have heard that age-old question: Do you see the glass as half full or is it half empty? The pessimist, of course, looks on the dark side and sees it half empty. According to Isaiah 40:27 the exiled people were complaining that God was not concerned with their difficult situation and problems. Contrary to their idea, God always knows about the problems, pain and storms in the lives of His people.

In response to their complaints Isaiah reminds them that God has infinite resources. He is the everlasting God who does not grow weary, His understanding is beyond measure and He will empower the weak. His promise is: “They that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength. They shall mount up with wings like eagles; they shall run and not be weary; they shall walk and not faint” (Isaiah 40:31, TLB).

Verse 31 is very familiar to many but we cannot permit familiarity to result in our missing an important truth. Two important words, “wait” and “renew,” deserve our attention. Waiting on the Lord is not an idle, impassive response. According to biblical scholars, when the Bible speaks of waiting upon God it does not mean doing nothing. For example, when a servant whose duty was to wait on the king was told to do so, there had to be more than an idle “who-cares” response. At the risk of his life, all commands demanded the servant’s entire attention to be focused upon the king. Isaiah 26:3 says God gives peace to the one “whose mind is steadfast, because he trusts” in God. The Lord further said, “In repentance and rest is your salvation, in quietness and trust is your strength” (Isaiah 30:15). Waiting, based on just these two references, involves praying, trusting and believing He is able; quietness without doubting; focusing on Him and His promises. Waiting upon the Lord means all of the above, and it means service—obeying His commands, realizing our dependence upon Him due to our inability. As we wait on Him we are changed into His likeness. The Amplified Bible says it this way: “But those who wait for the Lord [who expect, look for, and hope in Him] shall change and renew their strength and power; they shall lift their wings and mount up [close to God] as eagles [mount up to the sun]; they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not faint or become tired” (Isaiah 40:31).

The word “renew” literally means to exchange. The apostle Paul says the Lord exchanges our weakness for His strength, so that His power can be made perfect in our weakness (see 2 Corinthians 12:9).

God’s Challenge

Isaiah chapter 41 opens with an imaginary court proceeding where God will challenge the heathen nations. “Bring your strongest arguments. Come now and speak. The court is ready for your case” (Isaiah 41:1, NLT). The issue is the amazing progress of the “one from the east” (Isaiah 41:2). This one from the east is about to replace the great Babylonian empire. God has stirred up an even greater power whose identity we find to be Cyrus the Great, king of Persia (see Isaiah 44:28).

Although the people of Judah were still exiled in Babylon because of their rebellion and sin, God had not given up on them. They were still His people and though it may not have appeared to be so, God nevertheless was working on their behalf. This is another example of God’s mercy, compassion and omniscience. Do you realize the Lord permitted Isaiah to identify and call Cyrus by name more than a century before Cyrus was born?

Sometimes we falsely believe God uses only His own followers to accomplish His purposes. Not so. God is sovereign (see Isaiah 40:10); He is not limited. Occasionally He uses unconverted world leaders to accomplish His purposes. He did it with Pharaoh (see Romans 9:17); with Sennacherib as we have learned in our study; He used the evil King Herod and later Pilate (see Acts 4:27-28). In Isaiah 41 we learn that once again the Lord raised up a non-believer—Cyrus—(whom the prophet never referred to as God’s servant) to fulfill His purpose. The Bible says, “The king’s heart is in the hand of the Lord; he directs it like a watercourse wherever he pleases” (Proverbs 21:1).

Isaiah saw Cyrus in a vision as the one whom God raised up to be responsible for rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem (see Isaiah 44:28) and as a “messiah”—a type of Christ. Cyrus was to become the instrument in God’s plan for His people to deliver them from exile when Babylon fell.

In Isaiah 41:2 the question is asked, “Who has stirred up one from the east?” The answer is clearly stated in verse 4: “It is I, the LORD, the First and the Last. I alone am he” (NLT). The Lord permitted Cyrus to carry on the activities detailed in verses 2 and 3. Cyrus conquered the kingdoms in the north early in his reign (see 41:25). In Unger’s Bible Dictionary the author reports that it was with lightning-like speed that Cyrus defeated the king of Lydia by 546 b.c., and Babylon would fall to him in 539 b.c.

Fear swept across the Gentile nations and over the Jewish people in Babylon as Cyrus moved across the land. Unfortunately, the frightened people turned to idols rather than God for help in this dark hour (see Isaiah 41:5-7). There was help available for them just as there is for us if we look to God and trust Him. In the periodical Pulpit Helps, April 1994, is an account of a pilot who benefited greatly from help in his dark hour.

On June 1, 1945, during World War II, a Japanese plane made a direct hit on an American B-29 bomber. Half of the plane’s nose was destroyed. The pilot, strapped in his seat, was killed. The co-pilot was badly injured. With blood streaming over his body, his left arm shattered and unusable, he tried to take control of the bomber. Unfortunately, all gauges were damaged, so he could not determine speed, altitude or direction. To eject over enemy territory spelled death for the injured man.

Suddenly into this hopeless situation the co-pilot saw two American P-61 Black Widow Night Fighters coming toward him. What a beautiful sight that was! Flying alongside the badly damaged bomber they guided it safely to Iwo Jima.

God’s people also were very frightened in their situation when the God of the universe came alongside to rescue that small remnant of His and to escort them safely to their homeland.

Encouragement for Israel

There are a number of descriptive nouns for God’s people the prophet used as he delivered God’s message to them (see Isaiah 41:8-29). God wanted to erase their fears and to build up their trust and faith in Him. In Isaiah 41:4 God had already announced that He alone is God, and has been since the beginning of time. He reminded them He is eternal, unchangeable and He would be in control forever.

The first noun used to describe Israel is “servant.” God said, “You, O Israel, my servant… whom I have chosen” (Isaiah 41:8). The significant truth is that this believing remnant of Israel were descendants of Abraham, that righteous man who was called God’s friend (see Isaiah 41:8; also James 2:23). Chosen by God, the Israelites were heirs of the covenant promise God made to Abraham (see Genesis 12:1-3). To His servant God said, “Do not fear, for I am with you… I will uphold you with my righteous right hand” (Isaiah 41:10).

Another noun we see here is “worm.” “Do not be afraid, O worm Jacob” (Isaiah 41:14). While the concept of servant carries distinction and integrity, the word “worm” depicts a contrast, with a deliberate purpose for its use, according to some scholars. Judah and Israel had suffered. Often, due to their own disobedience, they were brought low and trampled by their enemies. The word “servant” describes what they were by God’s calling and grace. “Worm” describes what they are in their own power. Israel would never gain worldly power. She would be despised and stepped on, but as God’s instrument she is capable of overthrowing great nations and bringing them to ruin.

The encouragement is that God, their Redeemer, will help them. Again notice the noun that is used. God would make them into a “threshing sledge.” From the lowly worm they will become a powerful instrument in God’s hands. As God’s people march forward in His power they will crush the enemy and reduce the mountains and hills “to chaff” (Isaiah 41:15). While all this is going on they will recognize it is only by God’s power, and they “will rejoice in the Lord and glory in the Holy One of Israel” (Isaiah 41:16).

Next Isaiah expands his use of nouns and describes a desert that will bloom as a symbol of the transformation of life that God will bring to Israel (see Isaiah 41:17-20). Once again Isaiah looked beyond the return of the exiles to the future kingdom of Christ when the desert will bloom (see Isaiah 35:1). In the past God had frequently provided water for His people (see Exodus 15:22-27; 17:1-7). Once again He promises “to make rivers flow on barren heights, and springs within the valleys” (Isaiah 41:18) for the frightened exiles. In fact the desert would be turned “into pools of water.” God would supply them with trees planted on the barren land.

Why was God causing this transformation on a dry, arid desert? He had a specific reason: “So that people may see and know, may consider and understand, that the hand of the Lord has done this, that the Holy One of Israel has created it” (Isaiah 41:20). Only the living God is able to turn a desolate desert into a beautiful garden.

Idolaters Are Challenged

Once again the discussion of verses 1-4 between God and the heathen nations is resumed as the Lord challenges the idolaters to prove that their gods have power or knowledge of the future (see Isaiah 41:21-29). God gives them fair opportunity to voice their power as He said, “Present your case… Set forth your arguments” (Isaiah 41:21). The pagans and their gods were of course unable to answer as their credibility was challenged. They could not explain the past or predict the future or do anything to prove their power.

Failing to show any proof for any of the challenges, the idols are condemned: “You are less than nothing,” said God, “and your works are utterly worthless; he who chooses you is detestable” (Isaiah 41:24).

In direct contrast, the Lord Himself shows proof that He alone has power to raise up Cyrus and give him ability to defeat Babylon. Furthermore, God has the infallible foresight to predict these events a century-and-a-half in advance! God’s final words in this court scene completely ruled out any credibility for the idols: “See, they are all false! Their deeds amount to nothing; their images are but wind and confusion” (Isaiah 41:29).

Points to Ponder

The question the Lord presented to His people several times was: “To whom, then, will you compare your God?” (Isaiah 40:18,25). To whom indeed?

He is omnipotent, omniscient and omnipresent. Best of all, He knows our thoughts and all our ways (see Psalm 139) but He loves us with an everlasting love despite our failures and sin, and He is ready to forgive. In our darkest hour He whispers, “Do not fear, for I am with you… I am your God” (Isaiah 41:10). And nothing is able to separate us from His love (see Romans 8:37-39).

To answer His query, “To whom will you compare Me?” we can only admit He is above all, as we fall on our faces before Him in worship and adoration!

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

· Each day the assigned Scripture may include long passages. If necessary you may read only the specific portions cited for each question. If you have more time, you may wish to read the entire assigned passage.

First Day: Read the commentary on Isaiah 40-41.

1.
What helpful or new thought did you find in the commentary or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you chose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible). The suggested memory verses are Isaiah 43:2-3, or you may choose another verse.

Second Day: Read Isaiah 42:1-13.

In this chapter Isaiah uses the word “servant” to refer both to the coming Messiah, Jesus Christ, and to the Israelites. In Isaiah 42:1-13 the reference is to Jesus Christ and His ministry.

1.
What names does God use to identify Jesus Christ in Isaiah 42:1?

2.
Read Matthew 3:13-17. Describe the important event reported by Matthew which is a fulfillment of the prophecy in Isaiah. It occurred just before Christ began His earthly ministry. What name does God use to identify Jesus Christ here?

3.
Challenge: God said He would empower Christ for His earthly ministry by pouring His Spirit upon Him. Find phrases in Isaiah 42:2-7 that describe some of the work of Christ’s ministry.

4.
a.
Read the following verses about a special promise from God.



Psalm 73:23-24



John 10:28-29

b.
Personal: Are you kept in God’s hand by holding on to Him or by His holding on to you? How does this knowledge affect you?

5.
Isaiah urges the entire nation to praise the Lord in Isaiah 42:10-12. What reason do you find for praising Him in verse 13?

Third Day: Read Isaiah 42:14-25.

1.
God “kept silent” a long time as part of the punishment while the people were in exile. Read Jeremiah 25:11-12 to find how long before the exile ended.

2.
Re-read Isaiah 42:14-16. God promised His silence would be broken. List some of the obstacles He would remove that might otherwise prevent people from trying to return to their homeland.

3.
a.
What did God say about His feeling toward idols in Isaiah 42:8?

b.
In Isaiah 42:17 what did the Lord promise to those who continued to trust in idols?

4.
The word “servant” in Isaiah 42:19 and the following verses refers to the Israelites. What specific accusations did the Lord pronounce against the people in verse 20?

5.
Challenge: Do you think people today are sometimes guilty of the accusation of Isaiah 42:20? Read Mark 4:14,18-19 to help you answer.

6.
Personal: If you are concerned about being open to God’s Word, write a prayer or talk to the Lord about becoming more open. Read Proverbs 23:12.

Fourth Day: Read Isaiah 43:1-21.

1.
Isaiah 43 begins with the Lord saying, “Fear not.” What reasons are given in verse 1 for not being afraid?

2.
In Isaiah 43:2 tragedies listed include waters, rivers and fire. What is the important phrase that provides hope for believers who are suffering from such tragedies?

3.
a.
Isaiah 43:9-13 is a court scene, and God challenges idols and idol-worshipers to “prove they were right” (Isaiah 43:9). Although they were unable to do so, what does God say about Himself in verses 10-13?

b.
God declared that the people were His witnesses. What was the message they were to tell? (See Isaiah 43:12b.)

4.
a.
Challenge: Re-read Isaiah 43:16-18. After reminding the Israelites what He had done for them when He delivered them from Egypt (see Exodus 14), what did God tell them to do? See Isaiah 43:18.

b.
What was the “new thing” God promised to do for the exiles in Isaiah 43:19?

5.
Personal: Prayerfully read Galatians 1:3-4 and 1 Timothy 2:5-6. If you feel free to do so, tell a friend what these verses mean to you.

Fifth Day: Read Isaiah 43:22-28 and 44:1-11.

1.
Once again, as in Isaiah 1:11-15, God reminds His people about a problem with their sacrifices to Him. According to Isaiah 43:24b what was the problem?

2.
Repeatedly, God urged the people not to be fearful. He gives several reasons for not being afraid in Isaiah 44:2-3. List as many as you can find.

3.
Read John 14:26 and 16:13. Before Jesus Christ was crucified and arose again, He promised that the Father would send a Counselor. Who is that Counselor? What will the Counselor do for believers?

4.
According to Isaiah 44:6,8, what does God proclaim about Himself in this Scripture?

5.
Challenge: Re-read Isaiah 44:9-11. Describe in your own words what God said about people who made idols.

6.
Personal: Read Acts 4:10-12. Do you believe what verse 12 says? (If you are unsure, talk to your leader or pastor.) God reminded the Israelites, “You are my witnesses” (Isaiah 43:10). Have you told anyone recently what the Lord has done for you? Ask Him to lead you to someone this week who needs to hear about Him.

Sixth Day: Read Isaiah 44:12-28.

Idolatry seems to be inborn in the hearts of people. Today we do not worship idols made of silver and gold as the Israelites did, but all who reject God seem to set up an idol of their own.

1.
Read Jeremiah 17:9 to find what it says about the human heart.

2.
a.
According to Isaiah 44:20 what does the idol-worshiper feed on?

b.
What is the “spiritual food” for the believer?


Psalm 19:8-10


1 Peter 2:2-3

3.
Challenge: An idol—whatever it is—says Isaiah 44:9-20, is powerless. Not so with the living God. Read each of the following verses and write what God does:

Isaiah 44:21

Isaiah 44:22

Isaiah 44:23b

4.
How could Isaiah 44:24 help you answer the boasts of a “self-made” person who feels no need for God?

5.
Re-read Isaiah 44:25. Also read 1 Corinthians 1:20. How do these verses refute the beliefs of those who bow at the altar of horoscopes or others who claim power to predict the future?

6.
Personal: Go back to Isaiah 44:6-8. Write several sentences on what the truth found in these verses, namely that our God is all-sufficient, means to you personally. What situation in your life today seems impossible? Why not pray and put it into God’s hands now?
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When early settlers first came to America they not only suffered hunger and disease there was a greater problem. Native Americans already lived on the land the settlers wanted. Fierce fighting and raids were common as the settlers and native Americans each fought for land. Both groups suffered great losses as homes were destroyed and many lives were lost.

From the annals of American history comes an account of a raid in 1675 in Massachusetts. Native Americans attacked a white settlement, burning cabins and killing many settlers. Captain Hutchinson and his men, who were in the fort, fought hard, but supplies were running low. Their need was desperate. At the risk of his life a young man escaped one night and went for help.

After three fearful days good news reached the fort. Rescuers were coming! Major Willard of Boston and his men brought supplies and ammunition to the exhausted settlers. At the appearance of the army the enemy fled. Joy and thanksgiving flooded the hearts of the settlers as they praised God for their deliverers and rescuers.

For many years the Israelites had drifted from God and had suffered bondage and hardship from their enemies. In Isaiah 42 God once again announces the coming of a Rescuer. He is our Savior and Deliverer, Jesus Christ, who came to rescue all who are held in bondage of sin.

Messiah, the Servant

The theme of Isaiah’s message has been that only God is sovereign. God Himself declared that truth to two different classes of people: to His own people of Israel (see Isaiah 40), and to the Gentiles (see Isaiah 41). God has promised freedom and strength which He alone can provide because He is sovereign. In Isaiah 40:9 the prophet announced the message to be shouted from a high mountain to all Judah, “Here is your God!” He is the One who would deliver Judah from exile at a future time. In Isaiah 42:1 God looks far into the future and declares another announcement: “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen one in whom I delight.”

The meaning of the word “servant” in this verse has been changed from Isaiah’s reference to Israel, as has been his pattern in previous chapters, to refer to an individual. Who is it? The Servant here is God’s chosen One—Jesus Christ—in whom God delights, or as Matthew 3:17 says, “with him I am well pleased.”

There are four portions of Scripture titled “Servant Songs” in the book of Isaiah that refer to the future coming of God’s Servant, the Messiah. The first is Isaiah 42:1-7. The other three Servant Songs are in Isaiah 49:1-6; 50:4-11 and 52:13—53:12.

In the prophecy of the first song God describes the qualifications and character of His Servant whom, as the Chosen One, the Lord promises to empower: “I will put my Spirit on him and he will bring justice to the nations” (Isaiah 42:1). The Messiah-Servant will avoid all grandiose activities or self-display and will carry on a quiet ministry. He will be gentle. He will not harm even the weakest, yet He will insist on right and truth: “A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out” (Isaiah 42:3). In other words, where there is the least evidence of a heart’s desire toward God, the Servant will encourage and lead on to an assurance of faith.

Jesus Christ Himself refers to His role as God’s Servant when speaking to two of His disciples, James and John: “For even I, the Son of Man, came here not to be served but to serve others, and to give my life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45, NLT).

The apostle Paul helps to clarify any confusion that might arise from reference to Jesus Christ as God’s Servant, rather than God’s only Son, as He is most commonly known. Paul points out that Jesus Christ “did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness” (Philippians 2:6-7). In describing the character of His servant God speaks of His relationship to Him. In Isaiah 42:1 Jesus Christ is not only God’s Servant but also His elect and delight. This description was uttered hundreds of years before Christ Jesus came to earth as a baby in Bethlehem, and we find reference to its fulfillment in Hebrews 5:8-9: “Although [Christ] was a son, he learned obedience from what he suffered and… he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him.”

The Servant’s Mission

Before God speaks of the Servant’s mission He briefly reminds the people who He [God] is and the authority He has (see Isaiah 42:5). First, He is the Lord. Second, He is the Creator who has “created the heavens and stretched them out.” Third, He “spread out the earth and all that comes out of it,” and He “gives breath to [the earth’s] people, and life to those who walk on it.”

On that authority, God’s great plan of salvation for all mankind will be accomplished through the work of Christ, the Servant-Messiah. God chose Him, therefore His mission will be successful. Why? Isaiah 42:6 says the mission cannot fail because God said, “I… called you… I will take hold of your hand… I will keep you and I will make you to be… a light to the Gentiles.”

Truly, Jesus Christ is “the light of the world” (John 8:12). God sent Him “to open eyes that are blind, to free captives from prison and to release from the dungeon those who sit in darkness” (Isaiah 42:7). This verse refers to the deliverance of the Jewish people exiled in Babylon (see Isaiah 29:18; 35:5) but it also refers to the light that can bring sinners to God (see Luke 4:18-21).

The affirmation of the Servant’s commission is assured by the authority of God and the integrity of His word (see Isaiah 42:8-9). God alone is omniscient and able to accurately indicate what the future holds including such “new things” as restoring the remnant of His people from exile in Babylon in His own time. He is God, and He refuses to share His glory with idols. Those who worship idols, “who say to images, ‘You are our gods,’ will be turned back in utter shame” (Isaiah 42:17). God alone is worthy of praise (see Revelation 4:11), and Isaiah urges all humanity everywhere to sing songs of praise and worship to the Lord as an expression of gratitude for the coming Servant (see Isaiah 42:10-12).

God’s Silence

Looking into the future Isaiah declares that the people will see God’s mighty power as He demonstrates His sovereignty by overthrowing Babylon. He will be the victorious conqueror after being silent “for a long time” (Isaiah 42:14). As part of the punishment while the people were in exile, God remained silent. Jeremiah 25:11-12 says the exile will end after 70 years. For 70 years the people suffered at the hands of their captors. Now God would cry out to the Babylonians, “Send them back” (see Isaiah 42:22).

During that time of silence the people must have been lonely and discouraged as they experienced this punishment for their sin and disobedience. The Bible does not tell us, but the people must have questioned if they would be rejected by God forever because of their sin.

In the book compiled by David F. Burgess, Encyclopedia of Sermon Illustrations, is an account of a Frenchman imprisoned in a dungeon who felt very much alone. In his depression he used a stone and scrawled, “No one cares” on the wall of his cell. One day he noticed a tiny green shoot coming up through a crack in the floor. Soon it began to reach toward the light coming from a tiny window near the ceiling. Day after day it climbed up the wall, and finally a beautiful flower appeared. The prisoner, who had observed the plant daily, marked out his original words and scratched a new message on the wall: “God cares.”

God always cares. What patience He has toward all His wayward people. The truth is that He never gives up on His own. In Isaiah 42:14-17 Isaiah declares that God will send appropriate judgment on the idolaters, but He will tenderly restore His disciplined people and will remove all physical and spiritual obstacles that might prevent them from returning home.

A Blind Nation

Again the prophet uses the word “servant” in Isaiah 42:18-25 to refer to Israel rather than to Christ, the Messiah. God’s people had been blind to their sins and deaf to the consequences of it. “You have seen many things, but have paid no attention; your ears are open, but you hear nothing” (Isaiah 42:20).

God’s purpose when He chose Israel was “for the sake of his righteousness to make his law great and glorious” (Isaiah 42:21) through an obedient people. Due to disobedience the law was ignored (see Isaiah 42:23-24). In Isaiah 42:24-25 God makes clear that exile would come upon them, not because He was unable to protect them, but because of sin: “The people would not go where he sent them, nor would they obey his law. That is why he poured out such fury on them.”

Israel’s Redeemer

Isaiah 42 ends by saying Israel would suffer humiliation and exile for her sins. Despite all of that, Israel is assured she still belongs to God and there is a bright future in store because God promises to continue His care. In Isaiah 43:1-7 we find the basis of that promise is twofold: First, God is the nation’s Creator. Second, He is the Redeemer of the yet-to-be-restored nation. His beautiful promise to Israel was, “Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have summoned you by name; you are mine” (Isaiah 43:1). Biblical scholars point out that the phrases “have redeemed” and “have summoned” in the Hebrew express a future action with absolute certainty, as if it had already happened.

The story is told of a young boy who built a beautiful sailboat with careful accuracy. It was the joy of his life as he proudly placed it in a lake near his home. One day the current was stronger than usual and without warning a gust of wind caught the sails of the boat. Before the boy could grab it, the toy bobbed out of reach.

Weeks later he saw his prized boat displayed in a hobby shop. The price tag attached was far more than he had. With great determination he did all kinds of odd jobs to earn money to buy back the boat he had made. At last he had the money he needed and he rushed to the shop and purchased the boat. “Little boat, you are twice mine. First I made you and now I bought you,” said the boy as he carried his boat out of the shop.

That was God’s message for His people: “I created you, I have redeemed you at great price, you are mine!” If the people had doubts about His love and care all they needed to do was to look back and see what God had already done. He brought Israel’s forefathers out of Egypt and “they passed through the waters” of the Red Sea (see Exodus 14:21-22) and the Jordan (see Joshua 3:14-17). Fire was no threat to those who belong to God, as He would one day prove by the experience of Daniel’s friends (see Daniel 3:25-27). God’s promise of protection was secured by the fact that God would be with them (see Isaiah 43:5). As a ransom for Israel’s release from captivity in Babylon God would give Cyrus a number of nations, namely Egypt, Cush (Ethiopia) and Seba (see Isaiah 43:3).

Why would God pay such a great price for them? It was because Israel was precious to Him and because He loved her (see Isaiah 43:4). God loves sinners so much, He sent Jesus Christ into the world as the Redeemer (see John 3:16). According to 1 Timothy 2:5-6, “Christ Jesus… gave himself as a ransom for all men.” (See also Matthew 20:28.)

Although God’s people were scattered throughout the land, He announced, “I will bring my sons and daughters back to Israel from the distant corners of the earth. All who claim me as their God will come, for I have made them for my glory” (Isaiah 43:6-7, NLT).

Israel’s Task

Next, God reveals a special task He had for Israel. She was to be a witness to the pagan nations around her. Isaiah 43:8-13 has another courtroom scene as God again challenges idol-worshipers. Can idols foretell the future? If so, they were to bring proof of their ability (see v. 9). The answer of course was obvious. God, therefore, pointed to Israel and declared, “You are my witnesses… and my servant whom I have chosen” (Isaiah 43:10).

From their own experience the Israelites could tell of God’s grace, His power, His mercy and all the benefits of His love and blessings. No idol has the ability to do what the living God had done. There is no other Savior apart from God. He Himself declared, “I have revealed… saved… proclaimed—I, and not some foreign god among you” (Isaiah 43:12). God’s continued work on behalf of His people is undeniable proof of His saving power.

What was the message they were to proclaim? They were to tell what God had done for them and to declare that He is God. No one can slip out of the hand of God. “When I [God] act, who can reverse it?” (Isaiah 43:13).

When God becomes the center of a person’s life there will soon be evidence of changes. One of the most effective impacts when witnessing to non-believers is the evidence of joy reflected in a believer’s life. The apostle Paul says, “You yourselves are our letter, written on our hearts, known and read by everybody. You show that you are a letter from Christ… written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts” (2 Corinthians 3:2-3).

Some years ago the devotional magazine Our Daily Bread carried an account of the great British minister of the 19th century, Alexander Maclaren. The minister was delighted to see a well-known skeptic in his congregation one Sunday. At the door, Maclaren greeted the man and invited him to return. As an extra incentive Maclaren said he would be speaking on the main doctrines of the Christian faith for the next four weeks.

After attending every service faithfully the skeptic told Maclaren that he had accepted the Lord. Thrilled and thankful, the pastor asked which of the four messages had brought him to Christ.

“Your sermons were very helpful,” was the reply, “but there was something else. A few weeks ago as I left church I noticed an elderly lady with a radiant face also leaving but moving slowly on the icy street. I offered to help her. As we walked along she looked up at me and said, ‘I wonder if you know my Savior, Jesus Christ. He is everything in the world to me. I want you to love Him too.’ Sir, those words touched my heart. When I got home I knelt and received the Lord Jesus as my Savior.”

God’s challenge for witnesses has not changed. We as believers are commissioned to go into the world and witness (see Matthew 28:19-20). We have been empowered by the Holy Spirit to carry out that commission (see Acts 1:8). When we allow the Savior to become Lord of our lives, our actions become as much of a witness as our words.

Mercy Despite Failure

God’s sovereign power will be displayed, promised Isaiah, for He will “bring down as fugitives all the Babylonians, in the ships in which they took pride” (Isaiah 43:14).

Once again the Lord refers to the Red Sea miracle when “he made a way through the sea” for their forefathers and destroyed Pharaoh’s chariots (see Isaiah 43:16-17; Exodus 14). Granted, this was an amazing evidence of God’s power—a miracle—but it was one of many. God urges them not to dwell on the past: “Forget the former things...See I am doing a new thing!” (Isaiah 43:18-19). God would build a highway through the desert for the exiled people as they leave Babylon on their way back to Jerusalem. Furthermore, God promised streams in the desert “to give drink to my people, my chosen, the people I formed for myself that they may proclaim my praise” (Isaiah 43:20-21).

What an important truth for us to hear and claim. When God forgives us our sins, He wants us to forget the past that included sins and failures. After being forgiven we may witness what He has done and claim His promises for guidance and strength as He leads us “into new things.” Too many believers are defeated because they fail to forgive themselves and never completely accept God’s forgiveness. Yet He promised, “As far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us” (Psalm 103:12). Hebrews 8:12 says, “For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more.” Why should we remember what God has forgiven and forgotten?

God in His infinite mercy reminds the people that before the promised blessings can be bestowed, Israel must first suffer national disaster due to her past sins. They had become tired of God and the “old-fashioned” rules. Yes, they brought sacrifices (see Isaiah 1:13), but God said the sacrifices were brought with wrong motives and sinful hearts. No matter how abundant a sacrifice, it is unacceptable to God when brought under these circumstances. God says, “You have not brought me fragrant incense or pleased me with the fat from sacrifices. Instead, you have burdened me with your sins and wearied me with your faults” (Isaiah 43:24, NLT).

God is fair and just in His dealings with His people, and His challenge is, “Review the past for me… state the case for your innocence” (Isaiah 43:26). The people really had no case to defend, for none was innocent (see Isaiah 43:27). They would have to endure national punishment in exile, but God was eager to blot out all sins if they would repent, not for their sakes only, but for His own glory (see Isaiah 43:25).

God or Idols?

Having promised mercy despite the people’s past sins and disobedience, God continues to encourage them. First, He reminds them they are His servants whom He has chosen. Second, they have no reason to fear because He will help them (see Isaiah 44:1,2). Then comes the Lord’s promise, “I will pour out my Spirit on your offspring” (Isaiah 44:3). This promise is not to be confused with Pentecost (see Acts 2). Many prominent biblical scholars point out that this outpouring has reference to the prophecy of Joel (see Joel 2:28,29), and has not yet occurred. The final fulfillment of Joel’s prophecy will be in the future when Jesus Christ returns to earth to reign as the Messiah.

In Isaiah 44:6-8 the groundwork is being laid for God’s next challenge to idol-worshipers. With the phrase “This is what the Lord says…” God points out that He is eternal. The testimony of fulfilled prophecy makes Him unique. The Jewish nation stands as a witness of prophecy fulfilled which the world cannot deny. Then God poses the questions: “Did I not proclaim this and foretell it long ago?… Is there any God besides me?… I know not one” (Isaiah 44:8).

After all God had done for the Israelites, how senseless for them to turn to idols for worship and guidance. Mankind was made in the image of God (see Genesis 1:26), and here the people were making gods in their own images. What a tragedy!

Using almost merciless sarcasm God begins to expose the utter foolishness and blindness of idol-worshipers (see Isaiah 44:9-20). It is worthwhile to read these verses carefully.

God declares, “All who make idols are nothing, and the things they treasure are worthless” (Isaiah 44:9). He uses descriptive terms to show how worthless the entire activity is. The idolater “measures and marks out a block of wood, takes the tool, and carves the figure of a man. Now he has a wonderful idol that cannot even move from where it is placed!” (Isaiah 44:13, NLT). A part of the tree the idolater has planted and cared for, says Isaiah, one day becomes fuel to cook meals and provide heat, while at the hands of the idolater, wood from the same tree becomes a god for man to worship.

These idol-worshipers will “stand before the LORD in shame, along with all these craftsmen—mere humans—who claim they can make a god. Together they will stand in terror and shame” (Isaiah 44:11, NLT).

The end of this long challenge to the idolaters is a promise of mercy and forgiveness from the living God for all who will come to Him in repentance. He alone is God, the Creator, and He blots out our sins “like the morning mist”, and is glorified in His people as all nature sings (see Isaiah 44:21-23).

Two truths we dare not forget that are found in Isaiah 44 are: (1) the all-sufficiency of God (see verses 6-8) and (2) the foolishness of idol-worship (see verses 9-20).

Points to Ponder

Have you heard it said that some Old Testament promises such as Isaiah 43, which is directed specifically to Jacob and Israel, do not apply to non-Jews? Not so! The apostle Paul says we are no longer “foreigners to the covenants of the promise” (Ephesians 2:12-13), but through the shed blood of Christ Jesus we are “fellow citizens with God’s people and members of God’s household” (Ephesians 2:19). He also teaches that Christ Jesus “redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles [that’s us] through Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:14). Based on that truth, all the promises of the Old Testament may be claimed by all believers. When God said, “Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have summoned you by name; you are mine” (Isaiah 43:1), you and I are included!

God does not exempt His redeemed ones from waters and fires (heartaches and difficulties); these are all part of life. They are cleansing agents that should draw us closer to Him. The important word is “through.” We will pass through the waters and fires and will not be destroyed because He is with us. “‘You are my witnesses,’ declares the Lord, ‘…so that you may know and believe me”’ (Isaiah 43:10). The way we respond to the “waters and fires” that come will be a witness to all those around us.

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

· Each day the assigned Scripture may include long passages. If necessary you may read only the specific portions cited for each question. If you have more time, you may wish to read the entire assigned passage.

First Day: Read the commentary on Isaiah 42-44.

1.
What helpful or new thought did you find in the commentary or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you chose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible). The suggested memory verse is Isaiah 48:17, or you may choose another verse.

Second Day: Read Isaiah 45:1-14.

1.
In Isaiah 45-48 God looks into the future when the exile would end and His people would return home. He refers to Cyrus as a human “messiah” who will rescue His people. What are the names God uses for Cyrus that are usually used only for Jesus Christ? (See Isaiah 44:28 and 45:1.)

2.
Re-read Isaiah 45:1-4. Even though Cyrus did not acknowledge God, the Lord said He would use Cyrus to release His people from exile. List several acts God promised to do for Cyrus to enable him to bring the Israelites home.

3.
a.
What does the Lord say about Himself that leaves no doubt about His authority? See Isaiah 45:5.

b.
According to Isaiah 45:6-7 what other descriptive phrases does the Lord use to reinforce evidence of His authority?

4.
What warning (woe) is given in Isaiah 45:9 that implies that anyone who opposes Cyrus is really arguing with God?

5.
a.
Challenge: According to Isaiah 45:13 what specific promise did God make concerning Cyrus? What task did God say Cyrus would do?

b.
God said the nations south of Israel would be deeply impressed by God’s power. How would they respond as a result? See Isaiah 45:14.

6.
Personal: Find the refrain that is repeated in Isaiah 45:5a and 6b. Write a prayer expressing your response to the truth of the refrain.

Third Day: Read Isaiah 45:15-25.

1.
Describe what Isaiah 45:16 says was in store for all makers of idols.

2.
In contrast, what did God promise concerning Israel’s future? See Isaiah 45:17.

3.
Challenge: Compare Isaiah 45:15 with 45:21-22. In verse 15 God is accused of hiding. How do verses 21-22 refute the accusation of verse 15?

4.
What do the following Scriptures say that prove the message of Isaiah 45:22 has not changed?

Acts 4:10,12

Acts 10:43

1 Timothy 2:5,6

5.
Personal: Have you ever asked the Lord to save you from sin? If not, why not do so now? Read and obey the following Scriptures, recognizing that Christ loves you and died to give you eternal life. According to Romans 3:23 and 6:23 all persons are born sinners and the penalty for sin is death. Find Romans 10:9-11 and follow what is said. Now read John 1:12 and thank Jesus Christ for making you His child as you prayed He would. If you know Him as Savior, how are you sharing His love with others?

Fourth Day: Read Isaiah 46.

Note: In this chapter God points out His power and the inability of idols.

1.
a.
When Cyrus attacked, the Babylonians fled, carrying their gods (see Isaiah 46:1-2). What effect does carrying idols have on them?

b.
How is it different for those who trust in God? See Isaiah 46:3-4?

2.
Re-read Isaiah 46:6-7. In your own words describe what God said about an idol’s lack of power.

3.
In contrast, how does God describe Himself in Isaiah 46:9-10?

4.
Challenge: How thankful we should be that God is living and that “there is none like Him.” He cares for us as a shepherd cares for his sheep. Read the following verses from John 10 and write down one truth that tells of His care and how it helps us.

Verse 11

Verse 14

Verse 27

Verse 28

5.
Personal: Based on John 10:11,14,27-28, write a prayer thanking God for His care.

Fifth Day: Read Isaiah 47.

1.
a.
In Isaiah 47:1-7 God tells the Babylonians of their future. What specific change will come to Babylon according to Isaiah 47:5b?

b.
God says He allowed Babylon to capture His people. How did the Babylonians treat the Israelites? See Isaiah 47:6b.

2.
Babylon was a proud city. Re-read the verses below to find what was said about the city.

Isaiah 47:8b

Isaiah 47:10

3.
As you read Isaiah 47:13-15, do not confuse astronomy, an exact science, with astrology, a false belief. How does God describe the “stargazers”? What does the Lord promise is in store for the Babylonian astrologers?

4.
a.
We need to guard our attitudes as we read about the downfall of others. What warning do you find in 1 Corinthians 10:12?

b.
Following the warning, what wonderful promise do you find in 1 Corinthians 10:13?

5.
Personal: How can Psalm 32:8 help you to rejoice in confidence as you trust the Lord in your daily life?

Sixth Day: Read Isaiah 48.

1.
In Isaiah 48 God admonishes the faithless among His people as he reminds them who they are. According to verses 1b, 4 and 8 what sins does He say they are guilty of?

2.
What phrases can you find in Isaiah 48:5 that indicate some of the Israelites were still involved in idolatry?

3.
In Isaiah 48:10 God reminds them that He tested them in “the furnace of affliction.” What promise does He make concerning the punishment (His wrath) for them? See Isaiah 48:9.

4.
According to Isaiah 48:17-18 how does God describe Himself, and what does He want to do for His followers?

5.
a.
Challenge: Despite their disobedience, God demonstrates grace toward His people in dealing with them. Use a dictionary and define “grace.”

b.
How does 1 Peter 5:10 help you get a better picture of God’s grace?

6.
Personal: Has the theme that runs through Isaiah 45-48, namely, “I am the Lord, and there is none like me,” enriched your life? If so, tell a friend or a prayer partner about it.

Isaiah Lesson 11
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Isaiah Chapters 45-48

There is one major theme running through Isaiah chapters 45-48. God repeatedly announced, “I am the Lord, and there is no other; apart from me there is no God” (Isaiah 45:5-6,21-22; 46:9). God’s words in that theme will never change. The Bible says, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away” (Matthew 24:35).

Repeatedly, God’s people were warned to turn from idolatry to the God of the universe who promised, “Surely God is with you, and there is no other; there is no other god” (Isaiah 45:14b). They, however, did not listen. As a result, the Israelites were taken into exile and for 70 years lived in the idolatrous kingdom of Babylon.

In Isaiah 45-48, the prophet looks far into the future, and we are again reminded that God is far greater and far more powerful than our enemies. In these chapters the focus is on the overthrow of Babylon, a great source of idolatry, as the Lord again shows Himself as the living God who said, “I am the one who exposes the false prophets as liars” (Isaiah 44:25, NLT).

Promised Restoration

Most biblical scholars agree that the division between Isaiah 44 and 45 was not the best place for a break. Isaiah 44:24-28 should really be the beginning of Isaiah 45 because of the clear reference to Cyrus in Isaiah 44 and the continuation in Isaiah 45:1.

Through Isaiah’s visions God promised that, after spending 70 years in exile, His people would be set free by a powerful, Gentile leader. Step by step, God revealed His plan. Earlier references to Cyrus were as “one from the east” (Isaiah 41:2). And in Isaiah 44:28 Cyrus is called by name. Notice God’s use of two messianic titles for Cyrus usually reserved for Jesus Christ. God said of Cyrus, “he is my shepherd,” and in Isaiah 45:1 He refers to Cyrus as “his anointed.” In His overall plan God had set aside a Gentile for a special task, and these titles mark Cyrus in a sense as a “messiah”—a human instrument in God’s hand to rescue the exiles, but it was God who gave the victories.

Once again God followed the same pattern He had established earlier when He used Sennacherib of Assyria to take the northern kingdom of Israel into exile. Next, Babylon and her king, Nebuchadnezzar, were used as an instrument in God’s hand to destroy the city of Jerusalem and take Judah into captivity. Cyrus was also God’s tool to accomplish His purpose—this time, not to take people into captivity, but to release them from exile.

God promised that when the people were released by Cyrus they would return and rebuild the city and the temple. Why were Jerusalem and the temple in such ruins, needing to be rebuilt? Let’s briefly review Judah’s history in her final years just prior to the time her people were taken into exile.

From 2 Chronicles 36:15-20 we find that, despite the fact the people had been warned for hundreds of years by God’s prophets, including men such as Isaiah, Jeremiah and many others, they continued to ignore God’s warnings. They mocked the prophets and despised hearing God’s words. At last the Lord permitted Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, to defeat the Israelites, and Jerusalem fell. Not only were people—both young and old—killed, the Babylonians raided the Lord’s temple and stole sacred articles, large and small, then set fire to the beautiful edifice. The enemy also took treasures from the king and his officials and broke down the wall surrounding Jerusalem. They burned the palaces and everything of value, then took all the Israelite survivors of the raid into exile.

We need to remember as we study God’s Word that often hundreds of years may elapse between chapters and verses. The Bible is like no other book in that sense. The prophecy concerning Cyrus, for example, was given not a few years but a century before the man was born! The question that comes to mind is this: Do we today take God’s warnings in His Word seriously? Or do we choose to claim only the promises that comfort and, like the Israelites, ignore the warnings given generation after generation?

Who Is in Control?

What a magnificent description of God in Isaiah 44:24-28. He reminds the people that He is the powerful Creator who has prepared Israel from the beginning of her history as His redeemed people, and the one who overthrows the puny wisdom of false prophets. It is Almighty God “who overthrows the learning of the wise and turns it into nonsense… and fulfills the predictions of his messengers” (Isaiah 44:25,26).

From a human viewpoint it would appear unlikely that Jerusalem and God’s temple would ever be rebuilt after the Babylonians had demolished them, or that the Israelites would be freed by a non-Israelite pagan like Cyrus. Nevertheless, they were—150 years after the Lord predicted it! What a mighty God we have—and He is in control!

As was the custom when prophets, priests and kings were anointed, Cyrus was appointed by God to accomplish certain tasks on behalf of the Israelites. According to Isaiah 45:4,5 Cyrus, as a Gentile, was not a follower of God. His early history remains rather obscure. His father was king of Anshan. At the death of his father, Cyrus took the throne and rapidly gained control of surrounding areas. By 549 b.c. he had conquered Media and was best known as the king of the Medes and Persians.

Isaiah 45:1-4 highlights the success Cyrus would experience. During all of the conquests, however, it was God who gave the victories. Note several phrases bearing out this truth: Cyrus “will accomplish all that I [God] please” (Isaiah 44:28); “Whose right hand I [God] take hold of;” and “I [God] will go before you” (Isaiah 45:1,2).

In verses 5 and 6 of Isaiah 45 God again asserts His sovereignty. He alone is God, and there is no god beside Him. Most contemporary Bible versions render verse 7, “I bring prosperity and create disaster.” If you, however, are using a King James Bible, a word of explanation is in order concerning verse 7, which says, “I [God] make peace and create evil.”

The concept of God creating evil immediately presents a problem. A more accurate translation of the Hebrew word “evil,” according to Hebrew scholars, includes the words “disaster” or “calamity.” The Reverend Dr. Israel W. Slotki, Jewish editor of the commentary on Isaiah (Soncino Press, see Bibliography) agrees that the word “evil” here refers to calamity and suffering. These experiences (calamity and suffering) serve as a means of punishing man for sin. Moral evils, adds Dr. Slotki, never proceed from God, but result from man’s action.

Isaiah 45:9-12 leaves no doubt as to who was in control. Anyone who tried to hamper the conquest of Cyrus was in reality arguing with God. “Does the clay say to the potter, ‘What are you making?’” “Do you question me about my children, or give me orders about the work of my hands?” Nothing would prevent Cyrus, God’s chosen tool, from accomplishing God’s specific will (see Isaiah 45:13).

Notice the beautiful description of God’s love and concern for His people. He assures them that all who trust in Him “will never be put to shame or disgraced.” Israel will be saved by the living God (see Isaiah 45:16,17). Throughout the Bible God declares that He had a purpose in creating the earth for mankind. “He did not create it to be empty, but formed it to be inhabited” (Isaiah 45:18). He did not leave the human race to its own helplessness. He has clearly spoken and declared the truth so all may know how to come to the living God (see Isaiah 45:19).

The emphasis was clear: only God, not idols, could save Israel. As He Himself said, “There is no God apart from me, a righteous God and a Saviour; there is none but me” (Isaiah 45:21b). That message will not change. Acts 4:12 warns, “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.” The Bible clearly refutes the often heard modern-day concept that implies it does not matter what way we choose to attain eternal life. The book Encyclopedia of Sermon Illustrations, compiled by David F. Burgess, tells of a lady from Burma who was asked by an American concerning the religions in her country.

“Most of my people were Buddhists,” she said.

“Well, I guess it really doesn’t matter. All religions are the same, right?” replied the American.

“If you had lived in Burma,” she said, “you would not say that. I have seen what centuries of superstition and fear have done to my people. When I became a Christian it cost me dearly. I lost friends, income and social standing. Perhaps if your religion had cost you more, it might mean more to you, too. My country needs Christ. We need Christianity.”

The Israelites also needed to return to God. Instead of the idolatry that had become so much a part of Israel’s lifestyle, God pleads, “Let all the world look to me for salvation! For I am God; there is no other… I will never go back on my word: Every knee will bow to me, and every tongue will confess allegiance to my name… In the LORD all the generations of Israel will be justified” (Isaiah 45:22,23,25, NLT).

The Doomed Idols

As we pointed out earlier (see Lesson 5, Isaiah 13), despite her fame for idolatry, “Babylon, the jewel of kingdoms, the glory of the Babylonians’ pride, will be overthrown by God” (Isaiah 13:19). Secular historians report that Babylon, by her sorceries and enchantments, seemed to “bewitch” other nations near her, and one after another they followed her practice of idolatry. Isaiah’s prophecy, however, was that her day of judgment would come. Much as Israel once trembled in fear of the proud, mighty Babylon, the tables would turn. In Isaiah 46, God looks into the future when Babylon would tremble in fear as Cyrus and the Persian army had advanced and were at her city gates.

In Isaiah 46 God continues to contrast His power and knowledge with the powerless, dead idols of Babylon. His message remains as it was in the preceding chapters: “I am God, and there is none like me” (Isaiah 46:9).

“Bel bows down, Nebo stoops low; their idols are borne by beasts of burden” (Isaiah 46:1). This is God’s ridicule and scorn to discredit two of the gods of Babylon. Bel, also known as Marduk (see Jeremiah 50:2), one of the chief deities, was considered the Babylonian god of light. Nebo was believed to be either the son or grandson of Marduk, and thought to be the god of learning and writing.

God lists one truth after another to show the foolishness of depending on these idols: When Cyrus would attack Babylon, the priests would have to load their idols into carts and take these helpless, man-made gods to safety. It was a matter of the people carrying their gods and rescuing them. In contrast, God said, “I have made you and I will carry you.… I will rescue you” (Isaiah 46:4, italics added). God then asks the people an important question: “To whom will you compare me or count me equal?” (Isaiah 46:5). Obviously, there is absolutely no comparison.

We smile or grimace at their stubbornness. Before we judge, however, we need to stop and think about ourselves. We are quick to say that we trust God, but are there some things we might be guilty of trusting more completely than God? How about a prominent leader, or science, or wealth?

The magazine Pulpit Helps recently related an account of a group of medical students in a ward of a New York hospital making rounds with their professor. As the students stood around the bed of a man, the instructor said, “Here we have a case of an incurable inebriate!” After calling attention to obvious signs evident in the patient’s eyes, hands and other body members, the doctor said, “This man can never be cured. He must die as he lived, a drunkard. Nothing can save him.”

Several days later a Salvation Army ensign began visiting the man and eventually introduced him to Jesus Christ. A remarkable change occurred. Sounds of praise to Jesus Christ his Savior rang out through the entire hospital ward as the redeemed alcoholic expressed his gratitude! What science found impossible to do, Christ accomplished in a moment. This is a true story. Nineteen years later, the man, Henry Milans, testified, “From that moment to the present I have never been tempted to drink anything with alcohol in it.”

Only God, our heavenly Father, is able to change nations and individuals, and He is worthy of our trust and faith. He cared for Israel since her infancy as a nation and promised to continue caring for her until the end of her national career (see Isaiah 46:3,4). God’s word is true! His purpose for His people would soon be fulfilled in the coming of Cyrus, referred to as a bird of prey from a far-off land (see Isaiah 46:10,11). God’s triumphant promise to His people is, “I have said I would do it, and I will… For I am ready to set things right, not in the distant future, but right now! I am ready to save Jerusalem and give my glory to Israel” (Isaiah 46:11,13, NLT). Could a man-made idol, regardless of its cost, make a promise equal to God’s, and bring it to pass? Absolutely not.

The Fall of Babylon

Isaiah 47 gives a descriptive picture of what was in store for Babylon as God confronted her. The day was coming when she would be stripped of her grandeur. Although she had been a virgin in the sense that she had never been conquered by another nation, she would soon be reduced to the level of a female slave. She would even dress and work like a slave. “No more will you be called queen of kingdoms,” promised God (Isaiah 47:5).

True, the Lord had used the Babylonian captivity, beginning in 605 b.c., as a means of punishing His people. Unfortunately, the Babylonians went far beyond the bounds of human decency. They were ruthless and merciless to all: “even on the aged [they] laid a very heavy yoke” (Isaiah 47:6).

Babylon, in her pride, permitted arrogance to cloud her judgment and she boasted, “I will continue forever—the eternal queen!” (Isaiah 47:7). Any nation or individual who becomes puffed up with pride and believes he/she can make it without God’s guidance or power is in very grave danger.

In Isaiah 47:8-15 God severely reprimanded Babylon for her pride and her self-sufficiency. Observe her boasting: “I [Babylon] am, and there is none besides me” (Isaiah 47:8). “You felt secure in all your wickedness,” said God as He accused them. “‘No one sees me,’ you said. Your ‘wisdom’ and ‘knowledge’ have caused you to turn away from me and claim, ‘I am self-sufficient and not accountable to anyone!’ So disaster will overtake you” (Isaiah 47:10,11, NLT). Babylon’s rulers considered themselves to be gods, and they built these arrogant fantasies by using sorceries and magic spells with the help of astrologers and stargazers (see Isaiah 47:13). They ignored God who said, “I am the Lord and there is no other, apart from me there is no God.”

John G. Paton, missionary in the South Sea Islands, frequently experienced the truth of God’s Word while working with savage aborigines. One day Paton heard three witch doctors boast that they had power to cause death through sorcery. They publicly announced their next victim, Paton, would be dead before the following Sunday. They had one problem, however. They believed they had to get possession of food the missionary had partially eaten. Paton heard of the problem. Publicly, he asked for three plums, took a bite from each and handed the fruit to the three pagan witch doctors.

On Sunday morning the tense natives waited. They were shocked when Paton, healthy and happy, entered the village. To explain their obvious failure the three admitted they had tried all their incantations to kill him. The witch doctors said, “The missionary’s God protected him and his God is far stronger than our gods.”

Although Babylon was filled with a variety of idols, astrologers and pagan priests, nothing could be done to stop her final destruction. In her deepest time of need, Babylon’s best “counselors” were of no help. “They cannot even save themselves” (Isaiah 47:14) from the coming fire of God’s destruction. All the nations that had applauded her would return to their homes, disillusioned. Babylon would be left to face the Persians alone. “There is not one that can save you,” (Isaiah 47:15) said God.

Hypocrisy Exposed

Isaiah chapter 48 begins with God speaking to His own people—“Listen to this…”—and the Lord points out hypocritical problems evident among the Israelite exiles in Babylon. First, God reminds them of the privileged position that was theirs. They came “from the line of Judah,” and they were “citizens of the holy city,” Jerusalem. Then He admonishes them for their hypocrisy: “You swear allegiance to the Lord without meaning a word of it” (Isaiah 48:1, TLB). They were not always really sincere when they said they relied on God.

Looking into the future, all that God predicted—the former things long ago, such as the Exodus from Egypt, the fall of Assyria, the coming of Cyrus—had already taken place (see Isaiah 48:3). Despite all that He had done, the Israelites continued in disobedience (see Isaiah 48:4,8). The fulfillment of God’s prophecy was obvious evidence of His great power against any claim the people might make for their idols. What more could God do to cause the people to willingly repent and follow Him?

God, who knows the secrets of the heart (see Psalm 44:21), knew from the beginning of Israel as a nation that the people were not ready to follow His call to a life of genuine devotion. “Your ear has not been open… You were called a rebel from birth” (Isaiah 48:8). Nevertheless, God had chosen them, and, for His name’s sake, He would refrain from cutting them off as they deserved. Instead, He would wipe out idolatry and other spiritual impurities by means of “the furnace of affliction” (Isaiah 48:10) to bring them to repentance. “I will rescue you for my sake—yes, for my own sake! That way, the pagan nations will not be able to claim that their gods have conquered me. I will not let them have my glory!” (Isaiah 48:11, NLT). To permit Israel to be annihilated would be interpreted by other nations as God’s lack of power. God would not permit that “for [His] own sake.”

Although the people did not deserve to be forgiven, God blotted out their sins and remembers them no more. We, too, have a wonderful promise from the Lord. As a result of the redemptive work of Christ Jesus, we have the Holy Spirit dwelling within, if we have accepted the gift of salvation. The Holy Spirit promises, “Their sins and lawless acts I will remember no more” (Hebrews 10:17).

We do not deserve forgiveness for sin anymore than the Israelites did. But, because He is “the God of all grace” (1 Peter 5:10), we become recipients of His grace, which includes unearned affection, undeserved merit and love that never ends. Rejoice in God’s words: “I have loved you with an everlasting love; I have drawn you with loving-kindness” (Jeremiah 31:3).

Freedom Promised

Graciously and lovingly God invited Israel to recognize Him as the eternal Creator who will redeem them. Despite the success Cyrus would experience in his mission, God still expressed sorrow for His wayward people. If they had not been so incurably bent on having their own way, numerous promised blessings would have been theirs. Because of their rebellion, however, punishment was necessary to teach them the way they should go (see Isaiah 48:17,18).

They were to give testimony “with shouts of joy and proclaim… to the ends of the earth” (Isaiah 48:20) that in His mercy and goodness God delivered them from Babylon, and He delivered their forefathers from Egypt and provided for them in the Sinai desert (see Exodus 17:6). As a final warning they were always to remember, “‘There is no peace,’ says the Lord, ‘for the wicked’” (Isaiah 48:22).

Points to Ponder

We usually try to avoid dwelling upon the “if only” situations in our lives that created deep regrets or sorrow. Look again at Isaiah 48:18. God challenged Israel, “If only you had paid attention…” If only they had listened and obeyed. Had they done so, God said their “peace would have been like a river.” Scholars say the implication in the original is that of a mighty river that benefited mankind, rushing by with great power.

If only they had listened… their righteousness could have been like “the waves of the sea.” It is never God’s will that our righteousness should be filled with gaps and breaks. We who belong to God should have a moral nature as fresh and vibrant as the majestic waves of the sea to demonstrate the Lord’s constant power in our lives. His promise is that those who hope in the Lord “will renew their strength. They will soar… they will run and not grow weary, they will walk and not be faint” (Isaiah 40:31).

We all need to seriously ask ourselves what blessings or challenges we may have missed because we failed to listen and obey. The psalmist says that as we meditate on the Word we will be like a fruit-bearing tree planted by streams of water (see Psalm 1:2,3). As we spend time in God’s Word we learn to know Him better, and to draw upon His grace, glory and strength. Think again of what the Word of God can do for each individual if we will prayerfully listen with an open, obedient heart.

The Bible is God-breathed and is useful for (1) teaching; (2) rebuking—pointing out sin that needs to be confessed, or failures to obey; (3) for correcting—helping us to do what is right and (4) training in righteousness (see 2 Timothy 3:16). Will you accept the challenge of the Word and permit it to change your life?

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

· Each day the assigned Scripture may include long passages. If necessary you may read only the specific portions cited for each question. If you have more time, you may wish to read the entire assigned passage.

First Day: Read the commentary on Isaiah 45-48.

1.
What new truth did you find in the commentary or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you select to apply to your own life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible). The suggested memory verses are Isaiah 53:5-6, or you may choose another verse.

Second Day: Read Isaiah 49:1-13.

1.
a.
The “Servant” in the book of Isaiah sometimes refers to the nation Israel and sometimes to Christ, the Messiah. To find out who the Servant is in Isaiah 49, read Isaiah 7:14 and Matthew 1:20-23 with Isaiah 49:1b. Who is the Servant?

b.
Why did the angel instruct Joseph to name the Child Jesus? See Matthew 1:21.

c.
What is the meaning of the name “Immanuel”? See Matthew 1:23.

2.
Re-read Isaiah 49:2. What two word pictures does the Servant use to describe Himself and His mouth?

3.
What do the following Scriptures say about God’s Word?

Psalm 119:160

Ephesians 6:17

Hebrews 4:12

4.
Challenge: According to Isaiah 49:5,6 what was the commission God wanted the Servant, Jesus Christ, to do?

5.
Personal: Read Isaiah 49:13, which speaks of singing and joy because of what God has done. Try singing a prayer of thanks in your private devotions. (Singing can be a blessing, even if it’s a joyful noise!).

Third Day: Read Isaiah 49:14-25.

1.
Although the focus was on the time when the exile would end, the people were still in Babylon at this time. What complaint did the people (Zion) express in Isaiah 49:14?

2.
According to Isaiah 49:15,16 what word pictures did the Lord use to encourage His people?

3.
a.
Challenge: Read Jeremiah 29:10-14. Write down several phrases of encouragement the Lord had in store for the people.

b.
What did God say the people would do? See Jeremiah 29:12,13.

4.
One of the many fears of the people was that their captors would not release them: “Who can demand that a tyrant let his captives go?” (Isaiah 49:24b, NLT). What did God promise to do about that fear? See Isaiah 49:25.

5.
Personal: God is able to take care of all fears. What do these verses say to help you when you become fearful?

Romans 4:20-21

1 Thessalonians 5:23-24

1 Peter 5:7

Fourth Day: Read Isaiah 50.

1.
Here God confronts the people and their accusation that He had forsaken them or sent them away. According to Isaiah 50:1b, what was the real reason they were sent into exile?

2.
Re-read Isaiah 50:2,3. Find as many phrases as you can that prove it was not a lack of God’s power that kept the people from exile.

3.
Isaiah 50:4-11 focuses on the prophecy of Jesus Christ and His relationship to God. Verse 4 says that God “wakens my ear to listen like one being taught.” How do the following verses show this came to pass in Christ’s earthly ministry?

John 5:19

John 6:38

4.
Challenge: Compare Isaiah 50:6 with Matthew 26:67 and 27:26,30. What event was being prophesied in Isaiah 50:6?

5.
Upon whom was Jesus, the obedient Servant, depending for His strength? See Isaiah 50:7.

6.
Personal: How could Isaiah 50:10 be a great encouragement to you when problems arise and your way seems dark?

Fifth Day: Read Isaiah 51:1—52:12.

1.
God again is speaking to His people. What specific group does He address in Isaiah 51:1?

2.
a.
Where does God ask the people to look in order to learn a lesson for the future? See Isaiah 51:1b,2.

b.
What promise did God make to the father of the Israelites in Genesis 12:1,2 that He promised to repeat for the returning exiles? See Isaiah 51:2,3.

3.
Read Isaiah 51:12-16 carefully. God rebukes the people for fearing their captors—”mortal men” who “are but grass”—while in their fear they forgot Him, their Maker. Find several phrases that tell of God’s care and power.

4.
a.
Isaiah 52 centers on Jerusalem (Zion). What is the good news for Zion? See Isaiah 52:7b.

b.
How and why were the Israelites to respond to this good news? See Isaiah 52:9-10.

5.
Personal: Read Isaiah 52:7. What good news could you share with another—either a blessing or a witness to an unbeliever?

6.
a.
Challenge: Read Isaiah 52:11 and Ezra 1:2-3. The Israelites are urged to leave Babylon. Ezra records the decree of Cyrus releasing them. What was the main task of the people as they returned to Jerusalem?

b.
What did Cyrus say was the responsibility of those who chose not to return? See Ezra 1:4.

Sixth Day: Read Isaiah 52:13—53:12.

1.
This section of Scripture centers on the suffering and glory of Christ. Repeatedly, you will see that everything that was prophesied by Isaiah 700 years earlier was fulfilled. Re-read Isaiah 52:14. Why was “his appearance… so disfigured beyond that of any man”? See John 19:1-3.

2.
a.
Isaiah 53:4-6 contains numerous pronouns such as “our infirmities.” List them and the verses where you found each.

b.
According to these verses, who really was responsible for Christ’s suffering?

3.
Use a dictionary and define the words “transgression” and “iniquity.”

4.
a.
Isaiah 53: 5 says He was wounded for our sins, and verse 7 compares Jesus Christ to a lamb. According to Exodus 12:1-14, a lamb died for each Jewish household each year at Passover. According to John 1:29 and 1 John 4:10, how was this prophecy fulfilled concerning Christ?

b.
Personal: Have you invited the Lamb of God to be your Savior and Lord? If not, why not ask Christ into your life today?

5.
a.
Challenge: Notice two phrases in Isaiah 53:9. The first says Christ was “assigned to a grave with the wicked,” and the second says “with the rich in his death.” According to Luke 23:32,33 what does the first phrase refer to?

b.
According to Matthew 27:57-60 to what does the second phrase refer? After a study of this portion of Isaiah, do you have any doubt that what God says will become a reality?

6.
Personal: Read Philippians 1:6. What promise has God made for you and your future?

Isaiah Lesson 12
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Isaiah Chapters 49-53

If you were asked what you most wished for, what would you say? A similar question was posed to numerous people by F.E. Marsh. Here are some of the answers as found in his book Pearls, Points and Parables. A student’s wish was “books, health and quiet.” A miser wished for more money. A drunkard wanted more liquor, while a homeless person wished for food. An elderly man whose character had all the earmarks of a Christian said, “All I wish for can be met in Jesus Christ.” He was so sincere, Marsh asked him to explain. “I greatly desire three things,” he said. “First, to be found in Christ; second, that I may be like Him; and finally, that I may be with Christ.”

As we claim Him as Savior and Lord and as we learn to know Him better, that wish can become ours. In this lesson we will be learning more about Him. Isaiah chapters 49 to 53 include prophecy of Jesus Christ in several important relationships. First, to the Gentile nations (see Isaiah 49:1—50:3); then to God the Father (see Isaiah 50:4-11); to Israel (see Isaiah 51:1—52:15), and to all sinners as the Suffering Savior, our sin-bearer (see Isaiah 53:1-12).

Servant to Gentiles

References to the “servant” in the book of Isaiah sometimes refer to the nation Israel (see Isaiah 41:8-16) and sometimes to the Messiah (see Isaiah 42:1-4). Israel, as God’s servant, was called by God to be “a light to the Gentiles” (Isaiah 42:6), but as a nation she failed miserably in that mission. In Isaiah 49 God speaks of another Servant who will not fail. That Servant is the Lord Jesus Christ.

Notice the change in tone in the opening verses of Isaiah 49. These are the words of the living God, the Creator of the universe and the Redeemer of all mankind—words of the Suffering Servant, namely Jesus Christ. Although this message came 700 years before He came to earth the first time, what He says gives a bird’s-eye view of Christ’s life and His earthly ministry at the time He became Man and “lived here on earth among us” (John 1:14, NLT). His call is to the “distant nations” (see Isaiah 49:1) who did not know Israel’s God. By doing so, God’s call was extended to include Gentiles (non-Jewish nations—including us!) to announce the good news that through this Servant all sinners can be forgiven.

The Servant said His call is divine, for it comes from God. Therefore, He comes with the authority of God’s command for the work He is to do. “Before I was born the Lord called me… he has made mention of my name” (Isaiah 49:1; see also Isaiah 7:14). When the angel announced to Mary that she had been chosen to give birth to God’s Son in human form, the angel also said, “You are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins” (Luke 1:31).

His Words

Not only would Jesus Christ, as God’s Servant, come under the authority of God’s call, the Lord also prepared Him to speak with authority: “He made my mouth like a sharpened sword… he made me into a polished arrow” (Isaiah 49:2). The sharp sword that came from His mouth is the Word of God. Small wonder that His enemies were amazed at Jesus’ words when He was on earth and said, “No one ever spoke the way this man does” (John 7:46). The words of Jesus, like a sword, are able to pierce the conscience of sinners and administer judgment (Hebrews 4:12).

Some years ago the magazine Christianity Today carried an article by E.M. Blaiklock entitled “More and More Scripture Lives!” The author described how God’s Word changed a man. Dr. E.V. Rieu, a lifelong agnostic, was a well-known British translator of the works of Homer. Then a publisher asked him to attempt a translation of the Gospels and he agreed.

When Rieu’s son heard that his 60-year-old father would attempt the work, he wondered how God’s Word would affect his parent. Within a year the Word of God changed the man and Dr. Rieu became a follower of Jesus Christ. He said, “I got the deepest feeling that the whole material was extraordinarily alive! The work changed me.” Rieu said he believed the words carried the seal of the Son of Man and God.

Revelation 19:15 says, “Out of his mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations. ‘He will rule them with an iron scepter.’ He treads the winepress of the fury of the wrath of God Almighty.” Jesus Christ, the Messiah, came as a Servant and a Warrior, to serve and to judge.

Isaiah 49:4 indicates that Christ, the Servant, would have times of discouragement despite the fact that He came to earth under God’s authority: “I have labored to no purpose; I have spent my strength in vain and for nothing.” During His earthly ministry there was almost a universal misunderstanding even among the twelve disciples concerning Him, His teaching and work. The religious leaders strongly opposed Him and the multitudes often followed for the physical benefits they received instead of accepting His message. Yet He Himself said, “My food… is to do the will of him who sent me and to finish his work” (John 4:34).

Isaiah 49:5,6 spells out the two-fold commission God had for His Son. First, He was to gather Israel who had turned away in disobedience and bring them back to God. Second, He was to bring salvation to all nations of the earth: God said, “I will also make you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring my salvation to the ends of the earth” (Isaiah 49:6).

The rejection Christ experienced at the time of His earthly ministry could appear as though His work was in vain. Not so. He lived and worked by faith and strict obedience to God the Father who gave His Servant success: “Yet what is due me is in the Lord’s hand, and my reward is with my God” (Isaiah 49:4b). Even His death on the cross was the greatest victory the world has ever known up to the present time. After resurrection, final victory would eventually come and He would be worshipped as Lord, even by heathens, kings and princes (see Isaiah 49:7).

Love and Encouragement

While the emphasis is on the restoration of the nation Israel in the next verses, many biblical scholars agree that Isaiah 49:10-12 looks beyond the release of the exiles toward a future glorious kingdom when God will gather His people Israel from the ends of the earth (see Revelation 7:16,17).

Isaiah 49:13 is a call for heaven and earth to join in rejoicing and song as the people anticipate their future deliverance from exile because the Lord has so graciously comforted and cared for His people.

There is, however, another side of the picture despite the joy for deliverance from sin by the coming Messiah. The last part of Isaiah 49 focuses on the exiles in Babylon on the eve of their release. The consensus of most biblical scholars is that this was a time when emotions ran high as the exiles thought of the journey back home. Many were fearful and reluctant to leave the familiar scenes of their captivity, for they had taken the council of the prophet Jeremiah and were settled in homes (see Jeremiah 29:4-7); others doubted their captors would ever let them go. What about the danger of the journey itself, or their own poverty? In fear and frustration they complained, “The LORD has deserted us; the Lord has forgotten us” (Isaiah 49:14, NLT).

In response God used several illustrations as He lovingly encouraged and comforted them. He assured them they were not forgotten nor would He forsake them. First, He used the bond between a mother and her infant to assure them of His love. Although highly improbable, a human mother may desert her child, but God promised never to forget them (see Isaiah 49:15). Then to assure them they were never out of His mind He said, “See, I have engraved you on the palms of my hands” (Isaiah 49:16). No doubt the people knew from childhood how much their high priest was concerned about them. God instructed the first high priest to wear the names of the twelve tribes of Israel on his shoulders—six on each shoulder. These names were engraved on jewels on the ephod, or vestment, of the high priest (see Exodus 28:6-12). God’s concern for His people was far greater than that of the high priest. The names of His children are engraved on His hands. These names will never fade, for “to engrave” means to “cut into” His hands. He was their Father, demonstrating His love.

A father and his 12-year-old daughter spent the day recalling some of the good times of the past—hiking, swimming and camping. She was such a tomboy! Things had changed. Both knew she was living on borrowed time. A dreaded disease had been stalking her, ready to claim its next victim.

Seated on a huge rock overlooking their favorite lake, memories flooded the mind of each. “Daddy, do you remember the day we tried to swim across the lake?” she asked. “Remember, we got about halfway when I knew I couldn’t make it and you helped me?” Nodding that he recalled the day vividly, there was silence; then she cried, “Daddy, I’m so scared right now! I don’t think I can make it…” Sobbing together, he wrapped his arms around her and said, “I know, Sweetheart, I’ll help you!”

God’s people were fearful but God the Father promised, “I’ll help you.” The people may have felt rejected and forgotten while in exile, but God challenged them, “Lift up your eyes and look around” (Isaiah 49:18). He then began to enumerate future blessings in store for the returning exiles. He would restore and bless them in their land. The Gentiles (the Persians) would assist them in their return (see Isaiah 49:22), and kings like Cyrus would provide for their needs. Once again the focus is far into the future to the end of the age when “Kings and queens will serve you. They will care for all your needs… Those who wait for me will never be put to shame” (Isaiah 49:23, NLT).

Granted, the Babylonians were fierce warriors but God promised, “I will contend with those who contend with you, and your children I will save” (Isaiah 49:25). Never again would Babylon be able to rise against Israel.

Servant and Father

In Isaiah 50 God challenged His people to prove that He was unfaithful as a husband or Father. The picture of Israel as the “wife” of God is found in several passages such as Jeremiah 2:1-3; 3:1-11 and others. Israel as the wife of God is the theme of the book of Hosea. Isaiah says it this way: “For your Maker is your husband—the Lord Almighty is his name—the Holy One of Israel is your Redeemer” (Isaiah 54:5).

This “marriage” took place when the Israelites accepted God’s covenant with them at Mount Sinai (see Exodus 19-20). Regrettably, the people broke that covenant by worshipping idols when part of the covenant was, “You shall have no other gods before me” (Exodus 20:3).

The best way to deal with sin is to face it and confess it to the Lord (see 1 John 1:9) so that there will be forgiveness and reconciliation. With God’s pointed questions at the beginning of Isaiah 50, the Israelites were to accept their responsibility for their sins. It was not God who had rejected them or sent them into exile, neither was it a lack of His power to prevent the exile. They were in exile because of their sins of unbelief, disobedience and disregard for God’s power (see Isaiah 50:1-3).

One of God’s questions was, “When I came, why was there no one? When I called, why was there no one to answer?” (Isaiah 50:2). Repeatedly God had sent prophets to call them back from sin but Israel gave no proper response. God reminded them in that same verse, “By a mere rebuke I dry up the sea,” as He referred to His miracle for the Exodus at the Red Sea (see Exodus 14). The same God who did that could certainly bring His people back from exile.

In contrast to Israel’s disobedience, Isaiah 50:4-11 presents Christ as the obedient Servant, the Servant who is willing to endure humiliation and persecution for the sake of God the Father. He acknowledges that God “has given me an instructed tongue… He… wakens my ear to listen like one being taught” (Isaiah 50:4). He was committed to do God’s will, knowing full well that meant going to the cross to which He refers in Isaiah 50:5,6.

Many references in the Gospels verify that Jesus Christ was completely obedient to the Father during His earthly ministry. He prayed privately and publicly (see Mark 1:35; John 11:41-42), declared His dependence on God (see John 5:19,20) and He was yielded to Him: “For I have come down from heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who sent me” (John 6:38).

Isaiah 50 closes with reference to two ways of life: to trust God or to depend on self (see Isaiah 50:10,11). These verses were primarily for Israel but the truth in them is relevant for us. The way of salvation is through faith in Jesus Christ and trusting in God’s grace. Christ is the light of the world (see John 8:12), and He is fully able to care for us. The unbeliever often tries to depend on self, for he is convinced he is self-sufficient. God’s promise to him is, “You who live in your own light...and not from God’s; you will live among sorrows” (Isaiah 50:11, TLB).

Israel and the Servant

In Isaiah 51 and 52 God speaks to the remnant who remained faithful to Him during exile: “you who pursue righteousness” (Isaiah 51:1). He challenges them to take courage for the future by looking at God’s faithfulness in the past. The remnant leaving Babylon was small and weak, but God reminds them of their forefather Abraham. God had increased the number of his followers (see Isaiah 51:2), so He would again bless the returning remnant.

Isaiah 51:9,10 are reminders of God’s unlimited power. God who created the heavens and who divided the sea in Israel’s early history would again bring about a glorious deliverance for the exiles (see Isaiah 51:14-16). What a picture of God’s grace: God doing for His people what they did not deserve or what they could not do for themselves.

God encouraged the people that, although they had to drink the “cup of wrath,” that cup would soon be taken away and given to the Babylonians, their tormentors (see Isaiah 51:17-23). Furthermore, Jerusalem would never drink from that cup again.

The focus in Isaiah 52 is still on Jerusalem. She is likened to a woman who has been in mourning and in chains of captivity, but is now to arise and sit on a throne God prepared for her (see Isaiah 52:2). The ultimate fulfillment of that promise, however, is in the future when Christ returns (see Isaiah 61:4-11).

The good news for Zion was “Your God reigns!” (Isaiah 52:7b). It was no longer Babylon who reigned and held the Israelites captive—they were free. Jerusalem would burst into song at the news of her coming redemption (see Isaiah 52:9). We also may join in songs of praise, for we too have good news! Our news is that Jesus Christ came to free prisoners from the bondage of sin (see Romans 10:9-15).

God urged His people to leave Babylon: “Depart, depart… Touch no unclean thing!” (Isaiah 52:11). This uncleanness included all the occult and idolatry practiced in Babylon. Wouldn’t the people be eager to rush home once they had been set free? One would think so, but apparently they had become so accustomed to Babylon they hated to leave, despite God’s promise that He would lead and protect them all the way (see Isaiah 52:12).

Cyrus issued his decree of release in 538 b.c., and about 50,000 Jews left Babylon. He permitted them to take the Temple articles seized by their captor (see Ezra 1:7-11). These “vessels of the Lord” (Isaiah 52:11) were needed for the service of worship in the Temple in Jerusalem. It was many years later that a second group of people (1,800) led by Ezra returned in 458 b.c.

Suffering and Glory

Isaiah 53 is one of the best-known chapters of the Bible, and the theme of the suffering Servant is the most important subject of the book of Isaiah. The message of Isaiah 53 is the good news of salvation, as Jesus Christ is presented here as the sinless Substitute for sinful mankind.

The introduction of Christ’s suffering begins in Isaiah 52:13-15. These verses are a summation of the crucifixion and the superiority of Christ. He will be highly exalted (see Isaiah 52:13) because He was commissioned and qualified by God (see Ephesians 1:20-23; Philippians 2:6-11). Nations and kings will be awed at His exaltation (see Isaiah 52:15). The disfiguration of Christ (see Isaiah 52:14), as we know now, was due to His mistreatment by Pilate’s soldiers at the crucifixion (see John 19:1-3).

Isaiah 53 includes the life and earthly ministry of Christ—His lowly life, rejection by His own people; His voluntary submission in suffering on the cross; His atoning sacrifice and His glorious, triumphant resurrection that provided salvation for all sinners is clearly proclaimed. Isaiah 53:1 asks, “Who has believed our message?” How do we know that Isaiah, writing more than 700 years before Jesus was born in Bethlehem, was referring to the death of Christ here? The apostle John quoted from Isaiah 53 and made application to Jesus Christ (see John 12:35-41). Philip referred to it and “preached Jesus” (see Acts 8:30-35), as did Paul in Romans 10:16.

The rejection in Isaiah 53:3 was fulfilled during Christ’s earthly ministry. Once the message of what He required of His followers became clear, they turned away. Jesus Christ was treated with contempt and considered unworthy of recognition. “He came to… his own, but his own did not receive him” (John 1:11).

Notice the pronouns “our,” “we,” “us” in Isaiah 53:4-6. Here is the picture of the sinless Servant who died as a perfect sacrifice for our sins. Many of that day were confused on this matter: “We thought his troubles were a punishment from God for his own sins!” (Isaiah 53:4, NLT), but there can be no doubt that His death was for us. “He was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities” (Isaiah 53:5). The word “transgress,” according to Webster’s Dictionary, means to step beyond or across a limit or boundary. To transgress is a rebellion against God and stepping across the boundary He laid down. The word “iniquity” means sin or wickedness.

Sin entered God’s perfect world through one man—Adam (see Genesis 3)—and the result is that all of us are born sinners. Like sheep we have strayed away and stepped across the boundary God had established, and the Lord laid on Christ our sins (see Isaiah 53:6).

The devotional magazine Our Daily Bread printed the story of a judge who discovered that the accused facing him in his courtroom one day was a boyhood friend. Despite the friendship the judge conducted a fair trial and the man was found guilty. It became obvious the convict was unable to pay the huge fine necessary; therefore, a jail sentence was the alternative. After pronouncing the sentence the judge shocked everyone in the courtroom. He stepped down from the bench, shook the convict’s hand and said, “I’m paying the fine for you.”

In his book Living the Christian Life, author G.B. Duncan likened the above account of the judge and his friend to what Christ has done for us. He took the punishment we deserved, in order that we might be healed (see 1 Peter 2:24). Paul says because Christ took our place, you and I have been justified and have peace with God (see Romans 5:1).

The unfair trial of Jesus Christ is described in Isaiah 53:7,8. Shunted from one official to another, no one spoke in His favor. The entire trial was illegal but God permitted it. Pilate was curious about His silence and Herod tried unsuccessfully to make Him speak. Christ was “led like a lamb to the slaughter” (Isaiah 53:7), but despite all the illegality of the trial He remained silent and did not appeal for another trial. Why? Because there is no other way for guilty sinners to be saved from sin (see Acts 4:12).

Isaiah 53 ends with God’s view of the cross. Although the world might believe Christ was a good man who died as a martyr at the hands of strong, evil men, this is false! It was God’s will to crush His Son and make Him God’s perfect sacrifice for the sins of the world (see Isaiah 53:10).

Christ’s suffering and death, as we know, was followed by His resurrection, and God’s plan of salvation was completed. Isaiah 53:11 says Christ will be satisfied because His death and resurrection has secured justification for sinful mankind. Paul says it this way: “He was delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification” (Romans 4:25). To justify means “to declare righteous.” Jesus Christ took our sins and in exchange we receive the gift of His righteousness (see 2 Corinthians 5:21). What a gift! There is more. Justification also means God declares all believers righteous in Christ and never again keeps a record of our sins (see Romans 4:1-8).

Points to Ponder

Sometimes among Christian circles we hear a truth so often we become indifferent and assume a ho-hum attitude. May I challenge you not to take this attitude concerning salvation? Christ Jesus suffered and died for you and me. The punishment spelled out by the Bible is real! Salvation is a gift from God and cannot be earned (see Ephesians 2: 8,9), but it can be rejected.

Salvation is far more than an entry into heaven when we die; it begins the moment we accept Christ as our personal Savior (see John 3:36; Revelation 3:20). Before He came into our lives we followed our own sinful ways (see Isaiah 53:6) but now, as we permit Him to be ruler of our lives, He is in control (see Galatians 2:20). Now His Holy Spirit dwells within the believer and empowers us (see John 14:16-17; Acts 1:8). No, we do not become perfect, but He is always there to forgive when we fail (see 1 John 1:9).

If you have never received Christ, why not look up the verses above and talk to God. You could say something like this: “Jesus, the Bible says You love me, so I want to know You personally. I’ve gone my own way, but I thank You for dying on the cross for me. I open the door to my heart to You. Please come in and save me and take control of my life.”

If you are a believer, use the above Scriptures to witness to others.

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

· Each day the assigned Scripture may include long passages. If necessary you may read only the specific portions cited for each question. If you have more time, you may wish to read the entire assigned passage.

First Day: Read the commentary on Isaiah 49-53.

1.
What helpful or new thought did you find in the commentary concerning our Christian faith, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you choose to apply to your life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible). The suggested memory verses are Isaiah 55:10-11, or you may choose another verse.

Second Day: Read Isaiah 54.

1.
In Isaiah 54:1 the nation Israel is the “barren woman” who has suffered while in exile like a childless woman of that day. What is she asked to do?

2.
a.
What encouragement does God give to Israel in Isaiah 54:4 that means her sins are forgiven and Israel will repossess the land?

b.
Personal: Do you ever struggle with guilt or shame from sin or mistakes you’ve made in the past? Read the following verses. What has God promised you in each of these passages?


1 John 1:9


Hebrews 10:16-17

3.
What word picture is used in Isaiah 54:5,6 to describe what God would do for Israel?

4.
To what historical event does the Lord refer in Isaiah 54:9,10, and what promise did He make to the people?

5.
Challenge: God dealt harshly with Israel because of her sin. The punishment, however, was not for her destruction but to bring her to repentance so that she could ultimately be crowned with glory and filled with blessing. Read the following verses. How does the Lord deal with us? What is his purpose in dealing with us in this manner?

Psalm 103: 8-14

Psalm 119:67,71

Hebrews 12:5-11

6.
Personal: Are there situations or attitudes in your life about which God is dealing with you? Take a moment to thank God for being a loving Father who cares enough to train you in the way you should go.

Third Day: Read Isaiah 55.

1.
What phrase in Isaiah 55:1-3 teaches that God’s richest blessings are free?

2.
Isaiah 55:1-2 asks us why we labor for what does not satisfy. Read the following verses and list what God freely gives that brings true satisfaction.

John 4:10-14

John 6:32-35

John 7:37-39

3.
a.
According to Isaiah 55:6,7, what are we to do as we seek the Lord?

b.
Personal: Read 2 Corinthians 6:2. When are people urged to come to the Lord? Have you come to the Lord Jesus through simple faith? If not, read John 3:16-17. Make your decision today!

4.
Personal: Read Isaiah 55;8,9 and Proverbs 3:5. Has God allowed circumstances in your life that you don’t understand? Take a moment right now to tell God that you will trust Him even when you don’t understand.

5.
a.
Re-read Isaiah 55:10,11. To what does God liken His Word in verse 10?

b.
What promise does He make concerning His Word in verse 11?

6.
Personal: How has God’s Word changed your life? Write a thank-you note to God for the Bible and the power of its message to change lives.

Fourth Day: Read Isaiah 56.

1.
The nation Israel was taken into exile because she disobeyed God’s Law, particularly the fourth commandment. Read Exodus 20:8-11 to find what that commandment is.

2.
Challenge: Use a dictionary and define the word “Sabbath,” then read Genesis 2:1-3.

3.
a.
According to Isaiah 56:1-2, who would be blessed of the Lord?

b.
According to Isaiah 56:6-8, who, besides the Israelites, would be gathered to the Lord and permitted to worship on His holy mountain?

4.
Re-read Isaiah 56:10-12. Here the leaders of Israel, referred to as “watchmen,” are reprimanded. How are they described in these verses?

5.
Personal: Read John 10:11. How does the description of Jesus Christ, your Leader and Shepherd, make you feel? Why not tell Him now?

Fifth Day: Read Isaiah 57.

1.
To whom does God compare idol worshipers, or as Isaiah calls them, “sons of a sorceress”? See Isaiah 57:3-4.

2.
According to Isaiah 57:5-8, what did the people do in their idol worship?

3.
Personal: Are there idols in your life? One of the best ways to find if there are is to ask yourself: When an important decision or big problem comes, to whom do I immediately turn? Anything we trust more than God is an idol.

4.
Challenge: God says, despite the fact the people were punished for sin, they “kept on in [their] willful ways” (Isaiah 57:17). First Peter 5:5,6 refers to the proud and unsubmissive. What is the remedy for pride according to the verses in Peter?

5.
How does Isaiah 57:20,21 describe the wicked?

6.
Who is the giver of true peace? Read John 14:25-27 and Romans 5:1. What special encouragement do you find in these verses?

Sixth Day: Read Isaiah 58-59.

1.
Read Isaiah 58:3. What complaint did the Israelites make to God when they fasted?

2.
a.
What reasons did God give to show that the people were not sincere when they fasted? See Isaiah 58:3b,4.

b.
Challenge: Review Isaiah 58:6-14. What is the fast that God chooses and what is the result?

3.
When Jesus Christ was on earth, how did He say one was to fast according to Matthew 6:16-18?

4.
According to Isaiah 59:1,2 what reasons are given why prayers to God were not answered?

5.
Re-read Isaiah 59:15,16. What are some things in these verses that displeased God?

6.
a.
Personal: Read Psalm 16:8. How could you be helped to keep from stumbling in your Christian walk by following what this verse says?

b.
Read James 4:6,7,10. When sin breaks our fellowship with God what are we to do?

Isaiah Lesson 13
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Isaiah Chapters 54-59

Promises, promises! What an effect promises can have on our lives! We all like to look for wonderful promises that bring much joy and happiness. Unfortunately, some promises bring deep grief and suffering. Some are very short-lived. Others come with a great price. Some result in joy.

God’s promises concerning the coming of Christ Jesus, the Obedient Servant, in Isaiah 53 have been fulfilled—at a great price for Him. Today, He is alive and is seated at the right hand of God the Father and is praying for us, His people (see Romans 8:34; Hebrews 7:25).

The promises of Isaiah 53 have had far-reaching effects. How? We will find that Isaiah 54 through 59 are closely related to chapter 53. These chapters show the consequences of Christ’s suffering and answer the question: What difference does it make that He endured all the suffering on the cross? To the nation Israel it means future glory and restoration (see Isaiah 54); to the world—the Gentiles—it means a loving invitation for salvation (see Isaiah 55:1—56:8); to the rebellious unbeliever it means a sincere warning from God to repent and come to the Savior (see Isaiah 56:9—59:21).

Joy Is Coming!

After the foretelling of the suffering and death of Christ Jesus on the cross in Isaiah 53, the first word in chapter 54 is “Sing!” When an individual meets Christ as Savior and the burden of sin and guilt is taken away, there is great joy. From the depth of the heart there bubbles up a song of praise to the Lord. Is Israel ready to sing?

The story is told of a very talented lady with a beautiful singing voice. She made every effort to develop her talent and worked for a number of years with an outstanding teacher. Although she had mastered every detail and was able to sing every note perfectly, her performance was cold and mechanical.

One day her mentor said, “My dear, I have taught you everything I know. You, however, still lack the one thing that I cannot supply. You will be able to sing with warmth and feeling only after you have suffered and have experienced a broken heart.”

Israel had suffered while in exile; now the nation is invited to sing and rejoice in gratitude for the future plans God has in store. Once again, as we saw in Isaiah 50 in Lesson 12, the prophet likens Israel to the unfaithful wife who committed adultery by worshipping idols, while God is represented as the faithful, forgiving husband (see Isaiah 54:1). Jerusalem’s barrenness (her suffering was like a childless woman) would be forgotten in the glorious future.

The invitation for song and rejoicing was to the returning exiles (see Isaiah 54:2,3). Jerusalem’s population as well as her land had been depleted by Babylon’s invasion and the exile. The original boundaries for the Promised Land, as promised to Joshua by God (see Joshua 1:4), are estimated to be about 300,000 miles. Even in her heyday under David or Solomon, Israel did not ever occupy all the land in that given area. The picture was changing as the exiles returned, and that was reason for joy. God’s word was: “Enlarge… your tent… lengthen your cords… For you will spread out to the right and to the left” (Isaiah 54:2,3).

Another reason for rejoicing is God’s promise that the disgrace, humiliation and shame of Israel’s sin in her youth would be forgotten (see Isaiah 54:4); therefore, there was no reason to be afraid. True, they had sinned greatly, but God, as Jerusalem’s “husband,” would woo the nation back to Himself (see Isaiah 54:6). The punishment was over, and now they would return to Him. When God forgives, He also forgets (see Jeremiah 31:34b; Hebrews 10:17,18). When God disciplines, He does it with love and mercy. His promise to Israel—and to us—is, “With everlasting kindness I will have compassion on you” (Isaiah 54:8).

A Sure Promise

The Lord refers to Noah, a concrete example from history, to assure His people that His promises are trustworthy. He promised Noah that the destruction of the earth by the Flood would never occur again (see Genesis 9:11-17). God kept that promise; therefore, Israel could rely completely on His mercy and love (see Isaiah 54:9,10). His promise to Israel was, “Though the mountains be shaken and the hills be removed, yet my unfailing love for you will not be shaken nor my covenant of peace be removed” (Isaiah 54:10).

Isaiah 54 concludes by likening the restored nation to a beautiful city. The description includes the soon to be rebuilt Jerusalem by the exiles (see Isaiah 54:11,12), as well as the new Jerusalem depicted in Revelation 21:10-21 at the final fulfillment of God’s promise when the Lord Jesus has returned and established His kingdom. In the new Jerusalem there will be peace and righteousness (see Isaiah 54:13,14). Although God’s mighty power was used for punishment, in that day it will be used only for the benefit of His people (see Isaiah 54:15-17).

Promises and prophecies from our omniscient God are always accurate. Not so with man’s feeble attempt to predict the future, as is evident from the following. Some years ago the publication Our Daily Bread reported predictions by a group of social analysts during the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair. Gazing 100 years into the future, they attempted to predict conditions in the world by 1993.

Some of their predictions were that many people would live to be 150. They also said that because true greatness tends always toward simplicity, our government will have become more simple. Prisons would decline, they said, and divorce will be unnecessary.

Isaiah 44:7 clearly states that only God is able to foretell the future. It is, therefore, not surprising that the social analysts—sincere as they no doubt were—failed miserably on all counts, despite our advancements in science, medicine and related fields.

During His earthly ministry Jesus Christ said, “It is written in the Prophets: ‘They will all be taught by God’” (John 6:45). This is a quote from Isaiah 54:13a. He used the statement to illustrate the truth that God the Father draws people to Himself: “All that the Father gives me will come to me” (John 6:37). As the Holy Spirit teaches them through the Word, people come to Christ because they are “taught by the Lord” (Isaiah 54:13). In the new Jerusalem, described in Isaiah 54:11-17, personal evangelism will not be necessary because all persons will know the Lord!

The Great Invitation

Isaiah 55 is built on Isaiah 53. Throughout this entire section of Isaiah, God presents our Lord Jesus Christ as the Savior of the world. Chapter 55 begins with God’s urgent invitation, “Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the waters” (Isaiah 55:1). This well-known invitation is unique for its repetition. First, God the Father issued it. Then it was given again more than 700 years later at the Feast of the Tabernacles: “On the last and greatest day of the Feast, Jesus stood and said in a loud voice, ‘If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink’” (John 7:37). In one of the last invitations of the Bible it appears yet again: “The Spirit and the bride say, ‘Come!’… Whoever is thirsty, let him come; and whoever wishes, let him take the free gift of the water of life” (Revelation 22:17). This unique invitation rings clearly throughout the Bible and presents the heart-cry of Almighty God to everyone to stop and to consider the salvation He offers.

Note that the invitation has been expanded to all—Jews and Gentiles. The only requirement for coming is a burning thirst. In Isaiah 54 God promised Israel blessings on every hand, almost as though the nation found herself in a well-stocked market. God, however, had reference to spiritual nourishment, not physical. Note also the contrast from any previous purchases. No longer was it necessary to work hard in order to have money to buy. God’s invitation was, “You who have no money, come, buy and eat!” (Isaiah 55:1). To obtain eternal life, the required cost is repentance and faith—plus nothing else.

God’s invitation to all people is twofold. First, come and drink (see Isaiah 55:1-5). Second, seek the Lord (see Isaiah 55:6-13). The gift offered is eternal life. The requirement is sincere, deep repentance plus faith in Christ only. Salvation can never be earned, nor can it be purchased. The invitation clearly says, “Come, buy wine and milk without money and without cost” (Isaiah 55:1). It is God’s free gift to us at a very great cost to Jesus Christ (see Isaiah 53:5; Ephesians 2:8).

Wine, milk and bread are comparable to the nourishing quality of the daily diet of that day. Just as they needed food for their bodies, the people needed spiritual food for their souls. Yet they were spending “money on what is not bread” (Isaiah 55:2). Water and wine in Scripture are symbolic of the Holy Spirit (see John 7:37-39; Ephesians 5:18); milk is the living Word of God (see 1 Peter 2:2); Jesus is the “bread of life” (see John 6:32-35). The phrase in Isaiah 55:2, “what does not satisfy,” has reference to substitutes, such as the concept that happiness is found in earthly advantages and blessings. Israel needed (as we all do) the real thing, which only God can offer to satisfy the hungry soul.

With the compelling invitation to come, note also the emphasis on listening (see Isaiah 55:2,3). The psalmist says, “How sweet are your words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth!” (Psalm 119:103). Once people listen to God’s Word and the Holy Spirit begins to speak, they will be inclined to come because the Bible says the Lord draws sinners to Himself through the Word (see John 5:24).

Isaiah 55:10-11 shows the power of God’s Word by making a comparison between rain and the Word. As rain accomplishes its purpose for watering the earth, so God’s Word will accomplish God’s purpose for it. Without a doubt “the word of our God stands forever” (Isaiah 40:8).

Seek the Lord

The second part of God’s invitation is to seek Him (see Isaiah 55:6)—not because He is hidden or hard to find, but because He loves us. Isaiah 55:8-13 shows how eager He is for us to come. His call is for sincerity, honesty and action. It means that the unbeliever must recognize who he/she is—a sinner—and also that God is holy. He refers to Himself as holy (see Isaiah 40:25; Hosea 11:9). The prophet Habakkuk speaks of God’s holiness: “Your eyes are too pure to look on evil” (Habakkuk 1:13).

To seek God means to repent, not in word only but also in action, by forsaking our evil ways: “Let the people turn from their wicked deeds. Let them banish from their minds the very thought of doing wrong!” (Isaiah 55:7, NLT). Jesus Christ promised, “Whoever comes to me I will never drive away” (John 6:37b). True, the invitation is for all, but Paul reminds us that faith and repentance go hand in hand (see Acts 20:21). To seek the Lord, then, involves sincere repentance, faith in God’s promises and choosing to become His child by our faith and His grace.

We dare not overlook the important directive to “call on him while he is near” (Isaiah 55:6). It is not uncommon for some who are eager to continue their own independent lifestyle to say they will call on God when it is more convenient. God’s ways and thoughts are higher than our ways (see Isaiah 55:8,9), and only God is able to look into the future and know what is coming.

Godly Living

It is easy to become enamored with Isaiah’s prophecies. A very important factor, however, when learning about these wonderful prophetic truths, is to discover how God wants us to live now in light of the predicted future. Learning to know God’s ways was true of ancient Israel and the coming judgment, and it is true for believers today as we look for Christ’s return.

Isaiah 56 is a practical section because the prophet emphasizes the importance of godly living each day. Salvation always means the responsibility of trusting, obeying, and living for God. He said, “Be just and fair to all… Do what is right and good, for I am coming soon to rescue you” (Isaiah 56:1, NLT).

The Lord said, “Blessed is the man who… keeps the Sabbath” (Isaiah 56:2). To understand more fully the emphasis on the Sabbath, we need to look at Israel’s history. After God completed Creation, He set aside the seventh day for rest (see Genesis 2:1-3). When the Israelites left Egypt, the Sabbath Day had been set up as a sign of the Mosaic covenant (see Exodus 31:13-18). God’s command was, “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy” (Exodus 20:8). Israel, however, ignored the command, and God reprimanded them for their carelessness during the wilderness wanderings (see Ezekiel 20:10-26) and even before the exile (see Jeremiah 17:19-27). With the return of the exiles, the Sabbath observance was to be an indication of their willingness to obey God (see Isaiah 56:2,4,6).

Today we do not observe the Sabbath Day. Why? Because it was part of the Law that was fulfilled when Jesus Christ was crucified. The Bible says that because Christ set us free from the law, “Do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard to a religious festival… or a Sabbath day” (Colossians 2:16,17). Most Christians observe Sunday as the Lord’s Day, which is the first day of the week—a time for us to worship as a body of believers, because it commemorates the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead. The Gospels make reference to the first day of the week as the day the women visited Christ’s tomb (see Matthew 28:1; Luke 24:1; John 20:1).

Isaiah 56:3-8 promises that no one needs to miss out on future blessings if he is sincere in turning to God. No matter the nationality or physical condition, God says, “These I will bring to my holy mountain and give them joy in my house of prayer… for my house will be called a house of prayer for all nations” (Isaiah 56:7).

It was God’s intention for the Temple to be for all people. When Jesus cleansed the Temple (see Matthew 21:12,13), He quoted Isaiah 56:7. Many biblical scholars believe that by doing so He, as the Messiah, was claiming His authority when He said, “‘My house will be called a house of prayer,’ but you are making it a ‘den of robbers’” (Matthew 21:13).

Even during Christ’s earthly ministry some people were kept from worshipping in the Temple. The only part of the Temple the Gentiles were permitted to enter was the outer court, known as the Court of the Gentiles. In that area, the uproar of buying, selling and bargaining as worshipers secured animals and doves for sacrifice, made prayer impossible. Gentiles who came with a sincere heart to worship were kept out by the traditions of religious leaders who should have reached out to draw them in. God will never hold blameless those who prevent others from worshipping Him.

Sometime ago my friend, who is a Director of Christian Education (DCE), related this incident. Several African-American families attended her church. One day she received a call from the mother of a four-year-old who complained of the “integration going on in the Sunday School.”

Trying to get to the heart of the problem, the DCE suggested she meet with the mother and child. The little girl bubbled with joy and excitement as she told about her Sunday School.

“Aren’t there some children there who are different?” asked the mother.

“No-o-o,” said the child.

“Aren’t there some children, Honey, who are black?” the mother insisted.

“I don’t know, Mommy, I’ll have to look.”

Oh, for the innocence of a child! The Church, according to God, is to be a house of prayer for all races and nations.

Sinful Leaders

In Isaiah 56:9—57:2 the focus shifts from God’s millennial kingdom to the local situation of Isaiah’s day before the exile. The prophets and priests who were Israel’s leaders had failed miserably. In this section of Scripture, Isaiah describes them as blind watchmen who were ignorant and greedy. Instead of taking the proper role of shepherds, ever alert to dangers that might be lurking, as all spiritual leaders should, they are described as “shepherds who lack understanding” (Isaiah 56:11). They were preoccupied with their own gains; they were dreamers who loved to sleep. When they were awake they indulged in eating and drinking. Had these men turned from their sinful ways, God would have been ready to forgive. Instead they arrogantly continued in their rebellion.

Isaiah 57:1-2 spells out the consequences of the deplorable leadership. The ungodly went into exile or were killed. The godly “enter into peace; they find rest as they lie in death” (Isaiah 57:2). Galatians 6:7 says, “Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows.” The Israelite leaders are a good example of that truth.

The Idolaters

Isaiah 57:3-13 focuses on idolatry, a problem that was prevalent throughout Israel’s long history before Babylon invaded. Despite the fact that both King Hezekiah and King Josiah had led the people in destroying idols and high places (see 2 Kings 23; 2 Chronicles 29-32), as soon as an ungodly king was on the throne Israel went right back to her old ways. Isaiah and Jeremiah warned them about idolatry, which God sees as adultery and prostitution (see Isaiah 57:3), but the people continued worshipping idols on every hand. In these verses all the sins of idolatry are severely condemned.

In remarkable contrast to the inability of idols is the beautiful picture of the Lord’s compassion for the truly repentant (see Isaiah 57:15-21). God’s promise to them is, “I refresh the humble and give new courage to those with repentant hearts” (Isaiah 57:15b, NLT). Although God, the “high and lofty One,” is far above all humanity, He is near to the contrite and lowly in spirit (see Isaiah 57:15). His anger lasts only until there is repentance for sin, but then comes healing and comfort.

Notice Isaiah’s description of the sinner: “The wicked are like the tossing sea, which cannot rest, whose waves cast up mire and mud” (Isaiah 57:20). What a picture of the criminal who is on the run, looking over his shoulder as he tries to find a place of safety and peace. God’s message for that sinner is, “There is no peace… for the wicked” (Isaiah 57:21). The only way to real peace is through the Lord Jesus.

True Versus False

“Shout with the voice of a trumpet blast. Tell my people Israel of their sins!” was God’s command to Isaiah (Isaiah 58:1, NLT). What were the sins about which the prophet was to warn the nation? Insincere or false worship and its ramifications. The people were guilty of going through the correct motions—they appeared to be eager to find and obey God’s way, they went to the temple, they fasted—but it was all an outward show.

Isaiah emphasizes the practice of fasting (see Isaiah 58:3-12). The way the people were fasting in Isaiah’s day was unacceptable to God. They boasted of the fact that they fasted but complained that no one seemed to notice (see Isaiah 58:3). As Jesus taught in Matthew 6:16-18, such fasting is utter hypocrisy and God will not honor it. According to Isaiah 58:3,4, while the people were fasting they were exploiting their employees, there was quarreling, strife and gossip. These sins and fasting do not go together!

When we fast or worship because it is the thing to do, that becomes hypocritical. Fasting is very private between the individual and God, as Jesus taught. True fasting leads to humility before the Lord when we then reach out to others, as described in Isaiah 58:6-14.

How about us? We, too, are eager to obey God, right? The pressures of the world, however, can so occupy our hearts and minds that we, like the Israelites, can go through the ritual of worship, yet walk out of a service unrefreshed and unchanged. The Lord promises, both through Isaiah and Matthew, that if there is reality in our worship and not just a vacant ritual, He will bless us (see Isaiah 58:6-14; Matthew 6:6-18).

Isaiah 59 continues with God’s charges against Israel, including injustice in business, exploiting the poor, murder, lies, violence, dishonesty and much more (see Isaiah 59:3-13). Sin so brazen results in God’s displeasure and judgment (see Isaiah 59:15-19). The psalmist says, “I cried out to him… If I had cherished sin in my heart, the Lord would not have listened” (Psalm 66:17,18). So it was with unrepenting Israel: “The Lord looked and was displeased” (Isaiah 59:15). He was appalled that no one interceded, and their punishment was exile. Those “who repent of their sins,” promised God, would not be judged (see Isaiah 59:20,21). Finally, God would lead the exiles back to Jerusalem, but the final fulfillment of Isaiah 59:20,21 will occur at the second coming of Christ, as Paul says in Romans 11:26,27.

Points to Ponder

God refers to Himself as “the high and lofty One” who says, “I live in a high and holy place, but also with him who is contrite and lowly in spirit… to revive the heart of the contrite” (Isaiah 57:15). It is Christ who links us, the lowly ones, with God, the high and lofty One.

The good news is, “The Redeemer will come to Zion” (Isaiah 59:20), for Israel as well as for all nations. We wait for that coming. When Christ came to Bethlehem as a Baby, He came to provide salvation on the cross. At the second coming, He will come in glory to reign forever. In the meantime, we have been commissioned to spread the gospel (see Matthew 28:19,20). Why? Because of His great love for all, and so that all will have heard and are ready for His return. “The Lord isn’t really being slow about his promise to return… No, he is being patient for your sake. He does not want anyone to perish, so he is giving more time for everyone to repent” (2 Peter 3:9, NLT).

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

· Each day the assigned Scripture may include long passages. If necessary you may read only the specific portions cited for each question. If you have more time, you may wish to read the entire assigned passage.

First Day: Read the commentary on Isaiah 54-59.

1.
What new truth did you find in the commentary or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did you choose to apply to your own life?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible). The suggested memory verse is Isaiah 61:10, or you may choose another verse.

Second Day: Read Isaiah 60.

1.
Isaiah 60-66 focuses on that day when God’s glory will be revealed on the earth and His Kingdom is established. Isaiah 60:1 says, “Arise, shine, for your light has come.” Read John 8:12 to find out who that light is.

2.
a.
The darkness that covers the earth (see Isaiah 60:2) is not due to the lack of daylight. In 2 Corinthians 4:6 Paul refers to God’s light shining out of darkness. What is the purpose of that Light?

b.
According to 2 Corinthians 4:4 what has Satan, the god of this age, done so that unbelievers cannot see the light of Christ?

3.
Challenge: Re-read Isaiah 60:5-7. Isaiah describes what is in store for the nation Israel at the second coming when Christ reigns and all nations pay homage to Israel. List some of the “gifts” that will be brought to Israel.

4.
According to Isaiah 60:12 what will happen to the nations who refuse to serve Israel?

5.
a.
At that time God will establish the new Jerusalem. What will the city be called? (See Isaiah 60:14.)

b.
Read Isaiah 60:19 and Revelation 21:23. Why will the new Jerusalem not have need for the sun or moon?

6.
Personal: Read Colossians 1:12,13 and insert your name to remind you what the Lord has done for you.

Third Day: Read Isaiah 61.

1.
Jesus Christ is the Speaker in Isaiah 61:1. What are some tasks God anointed Jesus to do?

2.
Challenge: Compare Isaiah 61:1,2 with Luke 4:16-21. What evidence can you find in Luke that it was Christ who is speaking in Isaiah 61:1,2?

3.
The “day of vengeance” (see Isaiah 61:2) refers to the time Christ returns to earth when God will destroy those who are in complete opposition to Him. In Isaiah 61:3 what blessings may the repentant (those who mourn) claim?

4.
With the second coming of Christ will be the restoration of the nation Israel. According to Isaiah 61:6-7 how is the nation of Israel described?

5.
Isaiah 61:10 mentions a number of wonderful promises for all believers in that day. List as many as you can find.

6.
Personal: Which of the promises you have studied today is most meaningful to you? Why?

Fourth Day: Read Isaiah 62-63.

1.
Jerusalem today has not accepted the truth that Christ is the promised Messiah. Isaiah 62 describes the city as God wants it to be. According to Isaiah 62:1b how long will He continue to call to Jerusalem?

2.
God will watch over the new Jerusalem. What promises of protection has He made to the city in Isaiah 62:8,9?

3.
Isaiah 63:1-6 focuses on Isaiah’s vision, looking far into the future and seeing Christ returning from the battle of Armageddon. What word picture does Christ use to show that He will have great victory over His enemies on the day of vengeance? See Isaiah 63:3-4.

4.
a.
In Isaiah 63:7 and the following verses, the prophet prays on behalf of the people and thanks God for His kindness toward them. Describe God’s care for the people mentioned in verse 9.

b.
How did the people respond to God’s kindness according to Isaiah 63:10?

5.
According to James 4:4, how do people often, without realizing it, choose to be an enemy of God?

6.
a.
Read Ezekiel 33:11 and James 4:6-10. What does God want the wicked and those who are His enemies to do?

b.
Personal: Are there areas of your life where you have chosen friendship with the world rather than friendship with God? What promise has God given to you if you follow the steps listed in the above verses?

Fifth Day: Read Isaiah 64-65.

1.
What did the people ask God to do as they prayed to Him? See Isaiah 64:1-4.

2.
It finally begins to dawn upon Israel why God has not acted on their behalf. What change of heart and attitude is reflected in their prayer to God in Isaiah 64:5-9?

3.
Personal: Proverbs 28:13 shows two ways of dealing with sin. Name the two ways and the results of each. How do you deal with sin in your own life?

4.
Challenge: In Isaiah 65:13-16 God speaks to those who forsake Him and worship idols. They will be punished, but those who serve the Lord (called “My servants”) will be blessed. Contrast the two groups below as found in verses 13-15.

My servants

Those who forsake God

5.
Read Isaiah 65:17-25 and jot down some of the joys in store for a Christian. Thank God for the joys promised in the new heavens and the new earth.

Sixth Day: Read Isaiah 66.

1.
a.
Isaiah 66 restates the leading themes of the entire book of Isaiah. In Isaiah 66:1,2 God indicates that He needs no temple built by man because He cannot be confined in any building. What sentence in Isaiah 66:1 says God is in control of all heaven and earth?

b.
According to Isaiah 66:2b what does the Lord look for in a person—the one He “esteems”?

c.
What does Psalm 25:9 say concerning the humble person?

2.
In Isaiah 66:1-4 there is the familiar warning against only going through the form of worship. Read John 4:23,24. Describe how a true worshiper is to worship.

3.
Challenge: When Christ returns in the Day of the Lord, He will bring blessings to His servants (believers), but what will happen to foes who continue to reject Him? (See Isaiah 66:14-16.)

4.
a.
In Isaiah 66:22 there is a brief glimpse of the new heaven and earth that God will establish. In Revelation 21:1-6 John gives a more complete picture. What wonderful promise do you find concerning God in verse 3?

b.
Personal: Read again Revelation 21:6. Have you chosen to accept Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior? If not, why don’t you take a moment to do it right now!

5.
As you conclude this study of themes from the book of Isaiah, what was the most challenging truth you gained that will continue to affect you?

Isaiah Lesson 14
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Isaiah chapters 60-66

My wake-up call that morning at 4:30 was a violent shaking of my bed. Through my sleep-befogged mind came the realization: Earthquake! Then utter darkness—no night light, no street lights, only darkness throughout the house. Have you ever experienced a heavy, depressing darkness? If you live in California and have experienced an earthquake during the darkness of early morning hours, you know the feeling. It is frightening!

Most of us take light for granted—until it is unavailable. Have you ever thanked God for light? I have. Do you realize how our very existence is dependent upon it? Perhaps that is why light was the first element God created (see Genesis 1:3).

In Isaiah 60, the prophet describes an awful darkness and a glorious light. Isaiah 40:5 says, “And the glory of the Lord will be revealed, and all mankind together will see it. For the mouth of the Lord has spoken.” In these last chapters of Isaiah (60-66), the prophet describes that glory. The main theme of these closing chapters is the matchless wealth and glory of the new Jerusalem that God promised and Christ will bring.

Arise, Shine!

Isaiah 59 ended with an announcement: “The Redeemer will come to Zion [Jerusalem]” (verse 20). This announcement flows right into Isaiah 60, which opens with a “wake-up” call for Jerusalem: “Arise, shine, for your light has come” (verse 1a). The Light that has come is not the sun, but it is the Son of God. The Lord Jesus is the light of the world (see John 8:12). During His earthly ministry Jesus said of Himself, “I have come into the world as a light, so that no one who believes in me should stay in darkness” (John 12:46).

Jerusalem was to awake because “the glory of the Lord rises upon you” (Isaiah 60:1b). If we look back into Israel’s history, we find that the glory of the Lord had been repeatedly evident. Exodus 40:34-38 says His glory once dwelt in the tabernacle. Many years later, when the Israelites took the ark of the covenant from the tabernacle into battle with the Philistines and it was captured, “The glory…departed from Israel” (1 Samuel 4:22). God’s glory filled the temple (see 1 Kings 8:11), but then Israel’s problem with idolatry arose. The result? “The glory of the Lord departed” (Ezekiel 10:18). When Jesus came to earth, the glory came to Israel (see John 1:14), but then He was crucified. That, however, is not the end. According to 1 Corinthians 6:19,20, His glory dwells in the hearts of believers by the Holy Spirit. We may glorify Him as we obey His command: “Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven” (Matthew 5:16, NKJV).

Before the days of street lights, it is said Benjamin Franklin decided to show the people of Philadelphia the need for lights on dark streets. He purchased a lantern and hung it on a long bracket extending from the front of his home. Each evening at dusk he lighted the wick, and the lantern’s light, though feeble, permeated the immediate area.

After a very short time, neighbors saw the advantage of the light as passersby were able to avoid potholes and other obstacles in the roadway. Soon they also placed lanterns in front of their homes. The idea grew, and soon more city streets benefited from the glow of lights as Philadelphia experienced a new day.

Light is needed to dispel darkness. Paul expressed the same thought: “For God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ made his light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in…Christ” (2 Corinthians 4:6).

As Isaiah looks far into the future and announces the glorious light that will be shed on Israel when Christ returns, the prophet also sees darkness: “See, darkness covers the earth and thick darkness is over the peoples” (Isaiah 60:2). This darkness is not due to a lack of daylight; it is spiritual darkness. Although the Babylonian captivity was admittedly Israel’s darkest hour, Isaiah is here referring to the terrible spiritual darkness described in Amos 5:16-18. That spiritual darkness will cover the earth during the Day of the Lord when God will punish the nations of the earth for their sins, as He warned His people of coming judgment in Isaiah 2:12-22 and 13:6-22.

After the judgment and darkness will come a new day for Israel when Christ, the Messiah, returns to reign in Jerusalem. Now Isaiah also includes the message that the light that comes on Israel will attract the Gentile nations: “Nations will come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn” (Isaiah 60:3).

Bishop A.F.W. Ingram, in Banners of the Christian Faith, makes a comparison between that day when God’s glory will shine on Jerusalem and the wonderful, awe-inspiring sight as the morning sun breaks on the summit of a mountain in Switzerland. Ingram describes the chill and darkness before dawn when heavy clouds hang over the valleys. An observer, says the author, who is waiting to see the dawn breaking upon a new day would first see a faint blush of pink on one snowy summit, and then on another and another. Next, the pink hue changes to a bright gold, and moments later to a deeper gold while the darkness lingers in the valleys below. When the sun finally tops the summit, it floods the sleeping earth with light. Trees, rivers and villages, which had been hidden in the darkness of the night, burst into full view and the entire area is changed. What a breathtaking sight that must be, but it cannot begin to equal God’s dawning glory when Christ returns.

Israel’s New Day

Isaiah 60:4-14 describes the homage the Gentile nations will pay to Israel during the days when Christ reigns. The prophet sees ships coming into her harbor and long caravans, carrying “riches of the nations… bearing gold and incense” (verses 5,6), traveling to Jerusalem. The gates of the new Jerusalem will always remain open—day and night (see verse 11). In that day God will lead nations that once antagonized and persecuted Israel to submit and to serve them. Nations that refuse to honor the city will be judged and utterly destroyed (see verse 12).

Verses 15-22 reveal some of the wonders the Lord has for that glorious kingdom. First, Israel will no longer be forsaken and hated, but many blessings will be hers. The riches Israel lost in the days of sorrow will be replaced with greater value. Violence and ruin will be replaced with salvation and praise. God promises there would be no need for the sun or moon: “The Lord will be your everlasting light, and your God will be your glory” (verse 19).

The Messiah

Isaiah 61 begins: “The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me” (verse 1, italics added). The pronoun “me” refers to Christ, who is speaking. To introduce His future ministry, the names of the three Persons of the Trinity are given: The Holy Spirit, the Father, and the Son. Matthew tells us that at the baptism of Jesus, “He [Jesus] went up out of the water. At that moment heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and lighting on him. And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased”’ (Matthew 3:16,17).

There is a wonderful linking of Christ’s first and second coming to earth as Isaiah 61 gives a description of His future earthly ministry. Verses 1 and 2 are of particular interest because the Lord Jesus quoted them at the beginning of His earthly ministry when He went to the synagogue in Nazareth on a Sabbath (see Luke 4:16-21). He stood up and read from Isaiah, but He omitted the phrase “and the day of vengeance of our God” (Isaiah 61:2a) because that day has not yet come. As Jesus stopped reading, He returned the scroll to the attendant and, with all eyes of His listeners focused upon Him, Jesus said, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 4:21).

As Isaiah looked into the future he saw that Jesus would be empowered by the Spirit to preach the liberating and life-changing gospel message. The words of Jesus to the Israelites were, “He has sent me to comfort the brokenhearted and to announce that captives will be released… to tell those who mourn that the time of the LORD’s favor has come” (Isaiah 61:1,2, NLT). Israel had gone through great darkness, but when Christ comes that darkness will be forgotten and a new day will dawn.

The book Encyclopedia of Sermon Illustrations, compiled by David F. Burgess, relates an account of George Frederick Handel, who sat alone one day in the darkness of discouragement. Accolades from his concert audience were replaced by jeers. Earlier his orchestra was thrown out after rehearsal! London appeared to have no room for him and his music.

Then a friend arrived at Handel’s door with a manuscript for an oratorio, asking him to write the music. Handel was ready to refuse when he noticed the title, “Messiah.” As he began to read the manuscript, love for the Lord so overwhelmed Handel that he fell to his knees, begging for God’s help with the music. All else was forgotten as Handel worked for three weeks with hardly a break. The beautiful masterpiece The Messiah was the result. When it was first sung in Dublin, Handel, who just weeks earlier felt he was a failure, received a standing ovation!

Although rebellious Israel was once likened to “an oak with fading leaves” (Isaiah 1:30), in the new kingdom the Lord promises He will bring comfort and blessings to those who have suffered so much. Israel “will be called oaks of righteousness” (Isaiah 61:3).

Isaiah 61:4-9 pictures the new life that will replace the old. The Israelites will rebuild, repair and “restore the places long devastated; they will renew the ruined cities that have been devastated for generations” (verse 4). Gentiles will join in the work of the kingdom in willing submission to the Jewish priests and ministers. The last two verses of Isaiah 61 resound with joy from the believing remnant who praise God for all He has done. Christ will cleanse them and clothe them with His righteousness and grace as a bridal pair dressed for a wedding. As believers in Christ, we too respond with joy and praise because He has redeemed us and “clothed [us]… in a robe of righteousness” (verse 10).

A New Name

God is the speaker in Isaiah 62:1,6, as indicated by the pronoun “I.” Despite Israel’s past failure, God promises not to stop speaking and working with her “till her righteousness shines out like the dawn” (verse 1). God is faithful despite our sins.

In that future day of the second coming, when the nation is reconciled to God, Jerusalem will receive a new name to signify a restored relationship: “No longer will they call you Deserted, or name your land Desolate” (Isaiah 62:4). Her new name will be Hephzibah, which means “my delight is in her.” The name Desolate will be changed to Beulah, meaning “married.” Once again, as in Isaiah 54:5, Israel is referred to as being “married” to God.

God’s grace is evident as He appoints watchmen who will persist in prayer and preaching until the Lord’s kingdom is established (see Isaiah 62:6,7). God also promises that in the future Israel will enjoy her harvests of grain and wine, and they will give Him praise and glory. Never again will the enemies rob them (see Isaiah 62:8,9).

Isaiah 62 ends with the wonderful proclamation, “See, your Savior comes!” (verse 11). God again permits Isaiah to look into the future and see the Lord Jesus Christ’s second coming, not only to Jerusalem but to the entire world, and He will come bringing rewards with Him (see also Revelation 22:12). The people of Jerusalem of that future time will be far different from the people of Isaiah’s day, who were left to the consequences of their rejection of their faith. God’s word to the new Jerusalem is: “I, the Lord your God, am coming to save you and will bring you many gifts” (Isaiah 62:11, TLB). Additional new names will be given to Israel: “And they shall be called ‘The Holy People,’ and ‘The Lord’s Redeemed,’ and Jerusalem shall be called...‘The City God Has Blessed’” (Isaiah 62:12, TLB). Salvation of Israel is part of God’s plan, and we may be involved, for He asks us to intercede for the people of Israel (see Isaiah 62:6,7).

Israel’s Redeemer

Isaiah 63 begins with two questions: “Who is this coming from Edom?” (verse 1), and “Why are your garments red, like those of one treading the winepress?” (verse 2). In answer to the first query, Jesus said, “It is I, speaking in righteousness, mighty to save” (Isaiah 63:1). Most biblical scholars agree this is not referring to the cross, as in Isaiah 53. In describing Christ’s first coming Isaiah said, “He had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him” (Isaiah 53:2). Here He is “robed in splendor, striding forward in the greatness of his strength” (Isaiah 63:1). Isaiah 63 is a picture of judgment at Christ’s second coming.

Although Edom and Bozrah are geographical places, Edom is here symbolic of the nations that have abused Israel. Here God permits Isaiah to see Christ, Israel’s Redeemer, returning from the battle of Armageddon, the crowning point of the Day of the Lord (see Revelation 19:11-13). The treading of the winepress (see Isaiah 63:2,3) is symbolic of God’s judgment (see also Revelation 14:17-20).

Unger’s Bible Dictionary describes a winepress as a hewn out solid rock consisting of two vats, placed at different elevations. Grapes were put into the upper vat, then people stepped into the vat in bare feet to trample them. The juice was caught in the lower vat. People crushing the fruit, of course, often had their garments splattered with red grape juice.

According to biblical scholars, Isaiah 63:3-6 is descriptive of God putting Israel’s enemies—those who had attempted to destroy her—into a winepress. In answer to the second query in verse 2, His garments were stained, not with blood shed for us, but with the blood of His enemies.

Sincere Prayer

Isaiah 63:7-19 is prayer and praise as Isaiah, the representative of the godly Jewish remnant, pours out his heart before God. The prophet praises the Lord for His kindness, tender love and mercy of the past. In expressing gratitude on behalf of Israel, Isaiah thinks back to the days when the Lord led their forefathers through the wilderness (see verse 9), divided the Red Sea during the days of Moses (see verses 11-13) and finally brought them to the Promised Land. The underlying question was: Why is God not working wonders for them as He did for their forefathers (see verses 11,12)? At this point, however, the horrible sins in the lives of the Jewish remnant had not been confessed.

True, their prayer was specific as they pled with God to “look down… and see” (Isaiah 63:15), and to “rend the heavens and come down” (Isaiah 64:1). Remembering God’s wonders of the past, their plea was to let Him come again and show His mighty power to all “and cause the nations to quake before [Him]!” (Isaiah 64:2).

Finally, the believing remnant recognized their sinful state: “You welcome those who cheerfully do good, who follow godly ways. But we are not godly. We are constant sinners… How can people like us be saved?” (Isaiah 64:5, NLT). As they surrendered to God, they admitted that all their “righteous acts are like filthy rags; we all shrivel up like a leaf” (Isaiah 64:6). The confessing remnant was at last on the right path. The Bible says, “He who conceals his sins does not prosper, but whoever confesses and renounces them finds mercy” (Proverbs 28:13).

Nothing seems to create media frenzy like a hint of cover-up among government officials, as is frequently evident from our newscasts. History records that such excitement arose shortly after World War II in 1945. The American news media reported that occupation forces in Japan had deliberately destroyed five atomic cyclotrons. Angry public officials and scientists immediately labeled the act as “a crime against mankind.”

A full investigation followed. Author M.H. Goldberg reported that, when it was revealed the cyclotrons had been mistakenly destroyed, some military officials, to save face, called for a cover-up. However, General Leslie R. Groves, the officer in charge, issued a statement that the War Department had made an error. Such integrity surprised the media and they dropped the issue. It is said that General Groves later commented, “Honest errors, openly admitted, are sooner forgiven.”

The Israelite remnant did not try to justify or cover up their sin. They honestly confessed they had no righteousness of their own (see Isaiah 64:6). When we follow that pattern of sincere confession, we may confidently expect God’s forgiveness. He promises to forgive (see 1 John 1:8-10); furthermore, He said, “Whoever comes to me I will never drive away” (John 6:37). Isaiah’s prayer on behalf of the people ends with two questions: After all of this, must you still refuse to help us, Lord? Will you always be silent and punish us severely (see Isaiah 64:12)?

God’s Answer

In Isaiah 65 God answers the question concerning His silence posed by the people: “I will not keep silent but will pay back in full… for their former deeds” (Isaiah 65:6a,7b). The Israelites had to learn (as do we) that they could not continue in sin and get away with it. With this promise of judgment, however, God graciously promised mercy. As with a “cluster of grapes” that still contained some good (Isaiah 65:8-10), God would preserve a remnant of those who sincerely obeyed Him.

A distinct line is drawn between the loyal believers in God and the provoking rebels. First, God referred to the nation not called by His name, indicating that Gentiles would one day respond to the gospel, even though they “did not seek me” (Isaiah 65:1). Paul, when teaching that salvation is for both Jews and Gentiles, quoted part of this verse in Romans 10:19,20.

Then God again describes the rebellion and sin of His people (see Isaiah 65:2-7). He lovingly appealed to them, “All day long I have held out my hands to an obstinate people” (Isaiah 65:2a), but they rejected Him for idols. They followed pagan practices of worship (see Isaiah 65:3) and ate unclean food forbidden by God (see Isaiah 65:4; also Leviticus 11:7,8). Despite their sinful lifestyle, the people still considered themselves to be self-righteous—“holier than thou” (see Isaiah 65:5)!

Although God was very displeased with them (see Isaiah 65:5b), He promised He would not destroy them. God, however, explained that judgment would come upon the nation because of her sins (see Isaiah 65:8-16). Due to His great mercy, God would preserve a remnant of His people. That remnant is described as a cluster of grapes that “men say, ‘Don’t destroy it, there is yet some good in it”’ (Isaiah 65:8). The believing remnant will return and restore the nation. To the disobedient God’s word was, “You deliberately sinned—before my very eyes—and chose to do what you know I despise” (Isaiah 65:12, NLT). For them there is nothing in store but punishment. Many would not live, and those who did survive would not enjoy it (see Isaiah 65:13-15).

In mercy God overrules the failures and sins of His people, and He forgives when they turn to Him. Isaiah 65:17-25 lists the fulfillment of God’s promises to the obedient remnant.

The New Things

We know from previous prophecies that Isaiah promised great changes, which would take place as a result of God’s severe judgment on the one hand, and glorious saving grace on the other. Isaiah 65:17—66:24 refers to God’s promise to create a new heaven and a new earth. Many biblical scholars make a definite point of the fact that the new heaven and new earth of Isaiah 65:17—66:24 is not the same as the new heaven and earth of Revelation 21. Isaiah 65:17—66:24, say the scholars, refers to the millennial kingdom, which is a phase of the eternal kingdom (see Revelation 21), but it is also a time of judgment. The late author and Bible teacher J. Vernon McGee, for example, believed God’s program of judgment must be completed before He will bring in the new heaven and new earth of Revelation, and that after the Millennium the Lord has something even more wonderful in store for the child of God.

The consensus is that, in the eternal kingdom described in Revelation 21, people will not grow old and die and neither will an enemy come in and take away houses and harvest, as described in Isaiah 65:20-24. During the millennial kingdom, Jerusalem will be a source of joy to all. The people are the believing remnant whom the Lord has blessed (see Isaiah 65:18,19). Spiritual lines of communication between God and people will definitely be open: “While they are still speaking I [God] will hear” (Isaiah 65:24), and He promises to answer. Even nature and its inhabitants will live together peacefully (see Isaiah 65:25).

The Final Age

What a description of God’s greatness and His omnipresence we find in Isaiah 66:1, as the Lord says, “Heaven is my throne, and the earth is my footstool.” A truth that all mankind must learn is that no man-made temple can contain the Creator of the universe. King Solomon admitted that truth in his prayer of dedication of the first temple when he prayed, “The heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot contain [God]” (1 Kings 8:27). In Acts 7:48-50 Stephen announced to the Sanhedrin, the highest court of the Jews that met in Jerusalem, “The most High does not live in houses made by men.” Then he quoted Isaiah 66:1,2.

Isaiah 66 restates some of the main prophetic themes of the book, and briefly emphasizes again God’s ways of grace and holiness. The prophet’s favorite name for God, as we mentioned in previous lessons, was “The Holy One of Israel.” God Himself said, “I live in a high and holy place, but also with him who is contrite and lowly in spirit” (Isaiah 57:15b). In Isaiah 66:2 He restates the same truth: “This is the one I esteem: he who is humble and contrite in spirit, and trembles at my word.” The emphasis here is that, because God lives in the hearts of the “humble and contrite,” another new thing in that day is that the temple will no longer be essential for worship. Offerings that are given as ritual and not sacrificial offerings from the heart are offensive to God (see Isaiah 66:3,4).

Again the people are challenged: “Hear the word of the Lord, you who tremble at his word” (Isaiah 66:5). We know that Israel had not been trembling at His word for many years but had repeatedly chosen to follow her own way.

Usually it takes a long time for a group of people to become a nation, but not so with Israel. According to Isaiah 66:7,8, “In one day, suddenly, a nation, Israel, shall be born, even before the birth pains come. In a moment, just as Israel’s anguish starts, the baby is born, the nation begins” (TLB).

Israel became a nation on May 14, 1948. Isaiah 66:7-21 promises a new spiritual nation when God will purify the people and they believe in Jesus Christ, the Messiah. When she does, Jerusalem will experience joy, peace and satisfaction (see verses 10-14). God will care and comfort her as a mother comforts her child. God promised Israel, “I will extend peace to her like a river” (verse 12). God will make sure that what He promised His people will happen. Israel will be restored from the far places in which she has been scattered, and the ungodly will receive their due (see verses 20,21).

Points to Ponder

We have covered a vast amount of material and prophecy to complete this course. Perhaps at times you felt a bit overwhelmed. Remember, according to Isaiah 6, the prophet was empowered by God to deliver these messages. Second Peter 1:21 says, “Prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” Do you realize that if the Bible could be completely comprehensible after just a brief glance, without prayer or study, it would not be the Word of God? Just as the Holy Spirit directed holy men to write the Scriptures, all believers have a wonderful promise in John 14:26, which says the Holy Spirit will teach us.

Let us never forget that God is holy, and sin must be punished. God has, however, provided a way of forgiveness that is available for all. My prayer is that through this study you have gained a deeper knowledge of God’s love, mercy, faithfulness and power. This deeper awareness calls for a response of praise. Perhaps the best words to express that praise are, “To Him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be praise and honor and glory and power, for ever and ever” (Revelation 5:13).

This is the end of the study. There are no questions for lesson 14.
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