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JESUS

Seven centuries before the birth of Jesus, the prophet Isaiah described Him in 
detail. Isaiah wrote about one who would be “despised and rejected by men” 
(Isa. 53:3), “pierced because of our rebellion,” and “crushed because of our 
iniquities” (v. 5). The one of whom Isaiah prophesied would die not as a martyr 
but as our substitute, “for the iniquity of us all” (v. 6). In other words, He would 
suffer the punishment that we deserve for our sins and suffer judgment in our 
place. He would do so willingly to provide the way of salvation for sinful people.

Jesus was no afterthought of God nor a “Plan B.” God made a plan for our 
salvation even before the foundation of the world and predicted it clearly 
through the prophet Isaiah. This salvation, however, is not automatic. Only the 
one who “calls on the name of the Lord will be saved” (Rom. 10:13).

Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father 
except through me” (John 14:6). He is waiting for you now. 

• Admit to God that you are a sinner. Repent, turning away 
from your sin.

• By faith receive Jesus Christ as God’s Son and accept Jesus’  
gift of forgiveness from sin. He took the penalty for your sin  
by dying on the cross.

• Confess your faith in Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord.  
You may pray a prayer similar to this as you call on God to  
save you: “Dear God, I know that You love me. I confess my sin  
and need of salvation. I turn away from my sin and place my  
faith in Jesus as my Savior and Lord. In Jesus’ name I pray, amen.”

After you have received Jesus Christ into your life, tell a pastor or another 
Christian about your decision. Show others your faith in Christ by asking for 
baptism by immersion in your local church as a public expression of your faith.
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Bryan Beyer wrote these Bible studies drawn from the Book of Isaiah. 

Some of the writer’s work in these sessions coincided with an extended visit 

to Jerusalem, where Isaiah’s prophetic ministry took place centuries ago. 

Dr. Beyer is associate provost and dean of the College of Arts and Sciences at 

Columbia International University in Columbia, South Carolina. The heart 
of his educational ministry is to help young people know God better, find 
God’s direction for their lives, and go after that direction with passion. He 
regularly leads summer study tours to the land of Israel and has taught Bible 
courses in overseas settings such as Costa Rica, Albania, and Germany. An 

experienced writer and Bible scholar, Dr. Beyer published Encountering the 

Book of Isaiah: A Historical and Theological Survey in 2007.
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In Acts 8, we find Philip’s encounter with an Ethiopian official. As Philip 
approached the official, he heard the man reading from Isaiah, so Philip 
asked the official if he understood what he was reading. The official replied 
that he needed a guide. 

Isaiah had told many years before of One who would be pierced and 
crushed for our sin so that we could be healed by His wounds (Isa. 53:5). 
The healing would be required because of sin. Isaiah pointed to a coming 
judgment against the Israelites because of that sin and the salvation God 
would provide to those who repented. That repentance would not come 
until after the Israelites were led away as captives. The exile was more than 
judgment; it was purposeful discipline designed to help people understand 
their need for God. That realization would lead to repentance and a restored 
relationship with God.

The Book of Isaiah is filled with insights about the nature of God and our 
relationship with Him. Part of this relationship includes the promise of 
God reconciling His people to Himself. The message of Isaiah continues to 
be echoed today. We are sinners facing sure judgment. The sovereign God 
disciplines us with a view toward repentance and relationship with Him 
through faith in His Son.

As we study the Book of Isaiah, we pray that each of us will discover 
the truth found by the Ethiopian official: we are sinners in need of 
God’s forgiveness which is found only through the sacrificial death and 
resurrection of His Son. 

Humbly, 

Dwayne McCrary

FROM THE TEAM LEADER
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I received my first Bible at age seven as a gift from my church family. Even 
as a young reader of the Scriptures, I was fascinated by the prophetic books 
in the Old Testament. It was particularly amazing to read a passage in the 
Old Testament that talked about what would happen in the future and then 
turn to a New Testament passage describing that promised event’s coming to 
pass. Needless to say, experiences like that impressed on me at a young age 
that God could be trusted and His Word was true!

One of the prophetic books that I found most fascinating to read—and still 
find fascinating to this day—is the Book of Isaiah. Many Bible readers refer 
to Isaiah as the prince of prophets because of the length of his ministry, the 
impact of his messages, and the boldness of his faith. Christ and His followers 
used the recorded preaching of Isaiah more than any other Old Testament 
prophet to explain the Messiah’s nature and purpose as well as the meaning 
of the gospel and the events to come in the end times. Thus, the Book of Isaiah 
well deserves to be on every Christian’s favorite reading list.

PURPOSE AND SETTING

Prophetic literature generally includes two major aspects—forthtelling and 
foretelling. Forthtelling refers to a prophet’s addressing the concerns of his 
own times with a God-given message. These messages can have timeless 
application as well, but primarily they are focused on an issue of the prophet’s 
own historical context. Foretelling refers to prophetic messages that reveal 
future events. Such messages nevertheless encourage God’s people in the 
present day. Many of Isaiah’s prophetic messages focus primarily on his 
generation. Some, however, clearly point to a distant future, whether to the 
Messiah’s appearance or to the even more distant future of the end times.

Isaiah lived and prophesied during the reigns of four kings of Judah: 
Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah (Isa. 1:1). Bible historians generally 
agree that Isaiah’s ministry spanned the second half of the eighth century 
BC—that is, approximately 742–700. During this time, Assyria dominated 
the ancient Near East, extending its empire westward to subjugate smaller 
nations such as Aram (Syria), Israel (the Northern Kingdom), and to some 
extent Judah (the Southern Kingdom). The Lord strategically placed Isaiah 
in this crucial period of Judah’s history to help His people know His plans.

WRITER

Israelite prophets arose from the various tribes that comprised Israel and 
Judah. In this respect, prophets differed from priests and Levites, who 

INTRODUCTION TO ISAIAH
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were specified to come from the tribe of Levi. The primary Hebrew word for 
prophet (nabi’) literally means “one who is called.” Thus, the term stresses 
Isaiah’s special appointment by and relationship to Yahweh, Israel’s God.

Isaiah appears to have enjoyed regular access to Judah’s royal court. He 
spoke directly with King Ahaz on at least one occasion (7:1-17) and later had 
multiple audiences with Ahaz’s son and successor, Hezekiah (37:1-7,21-35; 
38:1-8; 39:3-8). Some ancient Jewish texts outside the Bible suggest that 
Isaiah was in fact related to Judah’s royal line, but that possibility remains 
uncertain. In any case, the prophet boldly and directly approached the 
successive kings of Judah with God’s messages.

With the rise of modern historical criticism, some Bible scholars proposed 
that Isaiah wrote only chapters 1–39 of the book and that chapters 40–66 
were added later by prophetic disciples of Isaiah. However, the fact that 
predictive messages (foretelling) are found in chapters 1–39—some of 
which point far beyond Isaiah’s time—supports the traditional view that 
Isaiah also wrote chapters 40–66 as predictive prophecy. In addition, New 
Testament writers attribute quotations from Isaiah without making any 
distinction between the sections. Further, the Book of Isaiah contains all 
sixty-six chapters in all of the extant manuscript evidence.

ORGANIZATION

Broadly speaking, the Book of Isaiah can be organized into two main sections, 
chapters 1–35 and 40–66, with a brief historical bridge section, chapters 
36–39, linking the two main sections. In Isaiah 1–35, Assyria looms as the 
major world power and existential threat to Judah’s future as a nation. Many 
of Isaiah’s prophecies in these chapters refer to Assyria (Isa. 10:5-34; 33:1-24; 
36–37); however, other surrounding nations and the threats they posed to 
Judah also are addressed (see chaps. 13–23). Isaiah also interspersed in these 
chapters a number of prophecies that foretell the Messiah’s coming. 

Isaiah 36–39 forms a historical connection between the two major sections 
of the Book of Isaiah. Chapters 36–37 recall God’s intervention against the 
Assyrian empire during the reign of King Hezekiah. As such, these two 
chapters form a fitting conclusion to the first half of the book. Chapters 
38–39 then introduce the presence and influence of a nascent Babylonian 
threat that eventually brought about the destruction of Jerusalem and the 
exile of God’s people to Babylon in 586 BC. Isaiah’s prophetic condemnation 
of Hezekiah’s openness to a Babylonian delegation set the stage for the 
seventy-year exile of God’s people and the messages of forgiveness and 
restoration that are found in chapters 40–66. 

Three recurring themes dominate the second main section of the Book 
of Isaiah. First, God sent His people into exile as disciplinary judgment for 
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their sins. God had long warned His people through prophets such as Isaiah 
that if they did not turn back to Him, He would bring judgment. When the 
people stubbornly refused to repent, God did precisely what He promised.

Second, the Babylonian captivity showcased that the Lord—and He 
alone—is God. Further, He alone is in control of history. None of the false 
gods worshiped in the ancient world could make such a claim.

Third, the Lord’s overarching purpose is to redeem His people from their 
sins. He used human deliverers—even the pagan king Cyrus—yet also 
pointed ahead to the coming of a Deliverer (Messiah) whose nature and 
mission was both eternal and spiritual.  

KEY THEMES

God’s Sovereignty—Isaiah proclaimed that the Lord is sovereign over the 
whole universe. Therefore, He is sovereign over all nations. Further, God is 
sovereign over His covenant people. He could send them into captivity as 
discipline, and He could bring them out of exile and restore them. 

The Holy One of Israel—This is more than a divine title; it is a revelation of 
the Lord’s nature. He alone is holy, set apart, and uniquely God. Moreover, 
the Lord is a covenant-making God, revealing Himself and His commands to 
the people He calls into a covenant relationship.

Servant—The theme of servant in Isaiah is multifaceted. It could describe 
individuals such as Eliakim, one of the king’s officials (Isa. 22:20) or the 
people of Israel collectively (41:8; 49:3). The servant theme is ultimately 
centered on the Messiah, a theme fulfilled in Jesus Christ. 

CHRIST IN THE BOOK OF ISAIAH

Isaiah 7:14 foreshadows Christ’s supernatural birth to the virgin Mary and 
predicts that He will be known as Immanuel, a name meaning “God with 
us.” Isaiah 9:6-7 foretells further that Christ will rule over God’s people, 
establishing a kingdom of perfect justice and righteousness that never ends. 
Isaiah 11:1-2 specifies that Christ will be born in the human lineage of King 
David yet will also display the everpresent Spirit of the Lord—a foreshadowing 
of the Messiah’s full deity and full humanity. The so-called “servant songs” 
in 42:1-9, 49:1-13, 50:4-11, and 52:13–53:12 present an increasingly clear 
prophetic view of the coming Messiah’s role as the Savior not only of Israel 
but indeed of those from every tribe, tongue, nation, and people who look to 
God in faith (see 49:6). Isaiah 53:1-12 in particular describes with uncanny 
precision the sacrificial death and victorious resurrection that Jesus Christ 
later experienced on behalf of sinners.
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 I.  Rebuke and Promise from the Lord (1:1–6:13) 

 II.  The Promise of Immanuel (7:1–12:6) 

 III.  Coming Judgment upon the Nations (13:1–23:18) 

 IV.   First Cycle of General Judgment and Promise (24:1–27:13) 

 V.  Woes upon the Unbelievers of Israel (28:1–33:24) 

 VI.   Second Cycle of General Judgment and Promise (34:1–39:8) 

 VII.  The Greatness of God (40:1–48:22) 

 VIII.  Peace Brought by the Servant-Messiah (49:1–57:21) 

 IX.  The Program of Peace (58:1–66:24)

ON THE C OV ER

Miniature column base in 

the form of a human-headed 

winged animal, probably a part 

of a piece of furniture; Assyrian, 

7th century BC, from Nineveh. 

The prophet Isaiah saw a vision 

of winged, angelic beings 

(seraphim) attending God’s 

throne and offering praises to 

Him (Isa. 6:2).

OUTLINE OF ISAIAH
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God Confronts
God confronts His people about the consequences of their actions.

Actions have consequences. Isaac Newton’s third law of motion states that 
for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. The reactions to our 
actions can be helpful or hurtful, good or bad; but they are consequences 
just the same. Some people might think their bad actions will have no real 
consequences or at most will impact them alone. In reality, our actions always 
have consequences, and the consequences can impact many others, not just us.

Sin always brings destructive consequences. Genesis 2:16-17 states, “And 
the Lord God commanded the man, ‘You are free to eat from any tree of 
the garden, but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil, for on the day you eat from it, you will certainly die.’” The apostle Paul 
wrote in his Letter to the Romans, “All have sinned and fall short of the glory 
of God” (Rom. 3:23) and “the wages of sin is death” (6:23). The Scriptures are 
unequivocal: Sin always destroys our lives by separating us from the One who 
gave us life in the beginning. 

Thankfully, God has provided for the forgiveness of sin through His Son, 
Jesus Christ. Through faith in Christ, our guilt as sinners is forgiven forever 
and the power of sin over us is broken. Nevertheless, when we as believers 
fall into disobedience, temporal consequences result from our sinful actions. 

This session begins our study in the Book of Isaiah, a message of both 
judgment and salvation. The prophet Isaiah lived in Jerusalem during the 
latter half of the eighth century BC. These were tumultuous years of social 
upheaval, uncertain leadership, international threats, and spiritual decay 
for God’s people in the land of Judah. The Lord sent Isaiah to confront the 
people of God with a message of warning and an invitation to repent and 
believe. The people’s spiritual rebellion and sinful actions would have severe 
consequences. If they repented, they could experience the joy of God’s 
cleansing and forgiveness. But if they continued in their disobedience, they 
would face God’s judgment. 

As we study Isaiah 1:10-20 in this session, may we also take heed to the 
prophet’s opening message. What was true then is still true today. God 
confronts His people about the consequences of their actions.

Session 1   |   Isaiah 1:10-20

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



11Se ssion 1:   God Confronts

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 1:1–4:6

Isaiah 1:1 identifies the sixty-six chapters of the book as a prophetic “vision” 
about “Judah and Jerusalem” that was revealed to and proclaimed by “Isaiah 
son of Amoz” in the latter half of the eighth century BC.  The prophet’s public 
ministry commenced with the death of Judah’s long-reigning King Uzziah 
(see Isa. 6:1-13) around 740 BC and continued throughout the sixteen-year 
reign of Jotham (see 2 Kings 15:32-33), the subsequent sixteen-year reign of 
Ahaz (see 2 Kings 16:1-2), and the twenty-nine year reign of Hezekiah (see 
2 Kings 18:1-2).

Isaiah’s opening message (Isa. 1:2-31) effectively put the citizens of Judah 
on trial for their spiritual rebellion and sinful practices. They had abandoned 
the Lord their God (1:4). He had tried to turn them back to Him through 
various types of judgments, but they had not heeded (1:5-9). The prophet 
compared the leaders of God’s people to the rulers of Sodom and Gomorrah 
(1:10), two wicked cities God had destroyed in Abraham’s day (see Gen. 19). 

Isaiah further declared that all of the people’s attempts to satisfy God 
through empty worship meant nothing; they were useless. The Lord hated 
His people’s hypocritical worship and would refuse to answer their prayers 
(1:10-15). Nonetheless, God had a solution: repentance and a return to 
faithfulness. The people could turn back to God with all their hearts, cease 
doing evil, and learn to do what was good. If they did, they would enjoy God’s 
blessing; if they did not, they would receive God’s judgment (1:16-31). 

In chapter 2, the prophet foresaw a future time in which a restored 
Jerusalem would be exalted and would know God’s peace (2:1-4). In light 
of this vision, Isaiah challenged God’s people to walk in God’s light rather 
than pursue the pagan practices of the surrounding idol-worshiping peoples 
(2:5-11). Isaiah warned of a coming day in which God would judge those who 
put their confidence in idols or human pride (2:12-22). 

The Lord placed much blame for Judah’s situation on its disastrous leaders 
(3:1-15). God would bring such a terrible judgment that the leaders would be 
gone and the least qualified would suddenly find themselves in leadership 
positions (3:6). In fact, the Lord accused the leaders of His people of grinding 
the faces of the poor into the dust (3:15)!

In 3:16–4:1, the prophet called out the sinful, elite women of Jerusalem as 
symbols of the nation’s sick pride. They dressed in gaudy attire and pranced 
around wearing jingling ankle bracelets. On the day of the Lord’s judgment, 
however, these same women would lose all their finery and would suddenly 
realize that many of the city’s men had been killed in battle. 
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In 4:2-6, however, the prophet again described what God would do in 
a future time to restore the glory of Zion (Jerusalem). Verses 2-6 are generally 
understood to be a messianic reference foreshadowing the coming of Christ 
to purify the city and call forth a holy remnant. The Lord would lead His 
people again as faithfully as He led the Israelites in the wilderness, with 
“a cloud of smoke by day and a glowing flame of fire by night” (4:5). 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

EMPTY RITUALS (Isa. 1:10-15)

In Isaiah 1:6-9, the prophet described the measures God had taken to try to 
turn His people back to Him. Had it not been for God’s patience and grace, 
the holy city of Jerusalem would have faced the same destruction as the 
ancient cities of Sodom and Gomorrah (1:9). 

VERSE 10

Hear the word of the Lord, you rulers of Sodom! Listen to the 

instruction of our God, you people of Gomorrah!

Isaiah challenged his people to hear the word of the Lord. The Hebrew 
word translated hear essentially means “hear and obey.” It is the same word 
translated “listen” in Deuteronomy 6:4—“Listen, Israel: The Lord our God, 
the Lord is one.” The phrase the word of the Lord was a distinctive marker 
of prophetic messages. Isaiah did not announce a personal opinion or a 
word of popular affirmation. He brought a revealed message from the Lord 
God of Israel. Thus, it was vital that the people of Judah take heed to the 
prophet’s teaching.

Isaiah’s characterization of Jerusalem’s leaders as rulers of Sodom and 
the citizens as people of Gomorrah implied that the Lord’s message to 
them would be a warning of judgment. These two ancient cities first appear 
in Scripture in Genesis 13:10-13, where the Bible records that Lot, Abraham’s 
nephew, decided to move in the direction of Sodom, probably located in 
the Jordan plains near the Dead Sea. Lot later moved inside the city of 
Sodom—a city known for its wickedness. The Lord eventually destroyed 
both Sodom and Gomorrah after sending angelic messengers to rescue Lot 
and his family out of Sodom (Gen. 19:12-13,24-25). 

Isaiah’s hearers must have been shocked to hear the prophet label the 
holy city of Jerusalem and them with such derogatory names. However, the 
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prophet’s point was clear: the leaders and people of Judah had fallen into 
extreme corruption comparable to the wickedest cities in biblical memory. 

Isaiah challenged the people to listen to the instruction of their God. 
The Hebrew word rendered instruction (“law,” KJV; “teaching,” ESV) is torah 

[TOH rah]. Eventually this term became applied as a title for the first five 
books of the Old Testament, Genesis through Deuteronomy. Thus, the 
term was broad enough to include not only law (Ex. 20–23) but also history 
(Genesis), songs (Ex. 15; Deut. 32:1-43), worship procedures (Lev. 1–6), and 
censuses (Num. 1:1-46; 26:1-65). All of these types of Scripture served as 
vital instruction for the people of God. God’s Word gave His people (then and 
now) all the guidance they needed to live faithfully as His holy people. The 
problem was, however, that the people had stopped obeying God’s Word. 
They had turned their backs on the Lord and had become comparable to the 
ungodly people of Sodom and Gomorrah. 

VERSE 11

“What are all your sacrifices to me?” asks the Lord. “I have had 

enough of burnt offerings and rams and the fat of well-fed cattle; 

I have no desire for the blood of bulls, lambs, or male goats. 

The Lord questioned the motives of His people’s worship. The phrase 
rendered all your sacrifices refers to a multitude of offerings being made. In 
other words, the people of Judah had not stopped going to the Lord’s temple 
and offering sacrifices. To the contrary, they gave more sacrifices. They kept 
the altar of burnt offering busy with sacrifices of rams and the fat of well-
fed cattle. According to Leviticus 1:3-17, burnt offerings were voluntary 
sacrifices that signified a worshiper’s complete surrender, devotion, and 
commitment to God. The expression fat of well-fed cattle suggests an 
expensive offering, in this case made purely for show rather than out of 
sincere devotion (see Mark 12:41-44).

The Lord declared through Isaiah that He had enough (“am full,” KJV; 
“more than enough,” NIV) of the people’s sacrifices. Further, the Lord had 
no desire for the blood of bulls, lambs, or male goats. Such a declaration 
likely would have been a shock to the rulers and people of Judah. Had 
not the Lord approved the building of the tabernacle and later the temple 
(Ex. 25:8; 2 Sam. 7:12-13)? Had He not given the people detailed regulations 
for sacrifices and offerings in the law (Lev. 1–7)? 

Why would the Lord now declare that He had no desire for further 
offerings? A clue to the answer can be found in 1 Kings 6:12-13. As King 
Solomon began to build the temple, the Lord came to him and declared, “As 
for this temple you are building—if you walk in my statutes, observe my 
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ordinances, and keep all my commands by walking in them, I will fulfill 
my promise to you, which I made to your father David. I will dwell among 
the Israelites and not abandon my people Israel.” God’s people in Isaiah’s 
day might have increased their worship rituals, but they had abandoned 
obedience to the Lord’s commands for holy living. They were, in effect, 
trying to buy God’s favor and protection through insincere worship. In the 
space of two verses, Isaiah had likened the people’s spiritual condition to the 
wickedness of Sodom and Gomorrah—two cities God had destroyed—and 
then told the people God desired no more of their hypocritical worship.

VERSE 12

When you come to appear before me, who requires this from 

you—this trampling of my courts?

The words come to appear before me describe the people’s frequent 
appearances at the temple for the purpose of offering sacrifices. The words who 
requires this from you were not intended to suppress worship attendance. 
Rather, they were an accusation that the people had substituted empty 
rituals for genuine worship. The Hebrew word rendered trampling (“tread,” 
KJV) denotes the irreverent manner in which the people approached God. 

Isaiah’s words challenge us as believers today in regard to our motives for 
church attendance and worship practices. We too can be tempted to substitute 
rituals for genuine worship. Going through the motions insincerely—
whether attending worship, giving offerings, singing songs, and voicing 
prayers—changes nothing. God considers these activities worthless if they 
are not demonstrations of true devotion. Genuine worship changes the heart 
and results in Christlike living not only in church but also in our homes, 
workplaces, and recreational locations.

VERSE 13

Stop bringing useless offerings. Your incense is detestable 

to me. New Moons and Sabbaths, and the calling of solemn 

assemblies—I cannot stand iniquity with a festival.

The Lord continued the indictment of His people’s worship. He challenged 
the people to stop bringing useless offerings. The Hebrew word translated 
offerings may be a reference either to offerings in general or, more specifically, 
to the grain offering described in Leviticus 2. The grain offering was 
a voluntary gift that expressed gratitude to God for a good crop. In either 
case, if the worshiper was insincere or was trying to buy God’s favor with 
the offering, it was useless (“vain,” KJV; ESV; “meaningless,” NIV). This is the 

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



15Se ssion 1:   God Confronts

same Hebrew word found in the third commandment to condemn the sinful 
misuse of God’s name (Ex. 20:7).

The altar of incense in the tabernacle (and later in the temple) was situated 
in front of the holy of holies or most holy place, where the ark of the covenant 
resided (Ex. 30:6; see 1 Kings 6:20-22). The burning of incense came to be 
associated with the prayers of God’s people (Ps. 141:2; Rev. 5:8). Yet, if prayers 
are insincere or are comprised of rote repetition of words (Matt. 6:5,7), they 
are detestable (“an abomination,” KJV; ESV) to the Lord.

New Moons and Sabbaths were occasions for God’s people to celebrate 
His work in their lives. As indicated by the name, the new moon festival was 
a monthly celebration; special offerings and trumpet blasts characterized the 
festivities (see Num. 10:10; 28:11-15; Ps. 81:3). Sabbaths were weekly festivals 
in obedience to the Lord’s command to commemorate His work of creation 
(Ex. 20:8-11). Worshipers ceased from their normal daily labor and came 
together in a sacred assembly before God (Lev. 23:2-3). Solemn assemblies 
(“convocations,” ESV; NIV) might be organized for a variety of reasons. Often 
they were reactions to times of national crisis during which the people and 
their leaders fasted and prayed for God’s help (see 2 Chron. 20:3-5; Joel 
2:15-17). Yet, the idea that God’s people kept on living wickedly (iniquity) 
even as they celebrated a festival or conducted a solemn assembly was deeply 
offensive to God. The words I cannot stand can also mean “I cannot endure.” 
God, who was (and is) full of patience, was wearied by His people’s hypocrisy. 

VERSE 14

I hate your New Moons and prescribed festivals. They have 

become a burden to me; I am tired of putting up with them. 

The phrase prescribed festivals (“appointed feasts,” KJV; ESV) likely 
refers to the annual festivals—Passover and the accompanying Festival of 
Unleavened Bread, Festival of Weeks, and Festival of Shelters or Booths—
at which all Israelite males were expected to appear before the Lord at 
His sanctuary (Deut. 16:16-17). The people were to gather at these times 
to celebrate what God had done in their lives. These were high holy days, 
yet in Isaiah’s time the Lord declared the festivals had become a burden 
(“a trouble,” KJV) to Him. He had grown tired of putting up with them. 
The people’s persistent hypocrisy would bring severe consequences.

VERSE 15

When you spread out your hands in prayer, I will refuse to look 

at you; even if you offer countless prayers, I will not listen. 

Your hands are covered with blood. 
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Isaiah 1:15 begins to outline the consequences God’s people would face if 
they did not recognize their sinfulness and repent. The Lord would no longer 
hear their prayers! God’s people should tremble at the thought of His turning 
from them and leaving them to their own sinful ways (see Rom. 1:24,26,28). 

The meaning behind the phrase spread out your hands in prayer can 
denote either praise or dependence on God—perhaps even both. Done 
insincerely, however, such a gesture will not get God’s attention. The words 
rendered I will refuse to look at you literally are “I will hide my eyes from 
you.” When the eyes of the Lord are hidden from people, they are in danger 
of sin’s consequences (Ps. 34:15-16; 1 Pet. 3:12). Offering countless prayers 
without sincerity accomplishes nothing. God will not listen. The Hebrew 
word rendered listen implies both hearing and responding. God will not 
respond favorably to people’s insincere prayers. 

The people’s hypocrisy was evidenced by the fact that their hands were 
covered with blood. Then, as now, bloodstained hands are a symbol of 
wickedness and injustice. The picture presented in verse 15 is utterly ironic: 
People were stretching out bloodstained hands toward heaven in an effort 
to garner God’s favor so they could keep on living wickedly! God expects 
His people to worship Him in spirit and in truth. Christian faith is not 
a show we perform as actors. It is a way of life—a transformed way of life. 
We demonstrate the reality of our faith in Christ by the way that we live (Jas. 
2:18). What a great challenge for believers today! 

TRUE FOLLOWERS (Isa. 1:16-17)

In verses 10-15, Isaiah brought God’s indictment against His people, 
exposed their hypocrisy, and warned of sin’s consequences. In these verses, 
the prophet Isaiah presented a remedy to the people’s sinful state. 

VERSE 16

“Wash yourselves. Cleanse yourselves. Remove your evil deeds 

from my sight. Stop doing evil. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Sacrifice and Offering” on pages 1398–1401 in the 

Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How do faith and 

obedience go hand in hand? What lessons does God want us to learn today 

through keeping His commands?
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The commands to wash yourselves and cleanse yourselves could describe 
ritual cleansing. In light of verses 10-15, however, the Lord was not suggesting 
that His people merely needed to perform a different or additional empty 
ritual. They needed a cleansing of the heart! External words and actions can 
be significant if they evidence genuine faith. Rituals without faith, however, 
are meaningless (see Rom. 2:28-29).

God challenged His people to remove their evil deeds from His sight 
(“from before mine eyes,” KJV). As long as the people of God persisted in 
acting corruptly and treating one another unjustly, their attempts to worship 
the Lord were not only empty but also offensive. “If anyone says, ‘I love God,’ 
and yet hates his brother or sister, he is a liar” (1 John 4:20a). The Lord did 
not want to see His people’s evil deeds continue. He further commanded 
them to stop doing evil. God wanted the people to rid their lives of all that 
opposed Him and His law.

Isaiah was talking about genuine repentance in this verse, not turning over 
a new leaf or adopting the latest self-help strategy. We cannot save ourselves. 
We cannot defeat sin in our own strength. The New Testament makes explicit 
that repentance is a surrender of our hearts to the transforming work of 
God’s Spirit (Acts 5:30-33; Rom. 12:1-2). 

VERSE 17

Learn to do what is good. Pursue justice. Correct the oppressor. 

Defend the rights of the fatherless. Plead the widow’s cause. 

Genuine spiritual transformation goes beyond simply not doing evil. God’s 
people are to learn to do what is good. What does that look like in real life? 
For the people in Isaiah’s day, it meant doing an about face in the way they 
had been treating others. Instead of mistreating their neighbors, they were 
to act with integrity (pursue justice). Instead of supporting or shielding 
bullies, they were to correct the oppressor (“relieve the oppressed,” KJV; 
“correct oppression,” ESV; “defend the oppressed,” NIV). (Some English Bible 
translations render this Hebrew expression in terms of helping the ones who 
are oppressed so that it is parallel with the other actions.) Instead of ignoring 
or taking advantage of vulnerable members of the population, they are to 
defend the rights of orphans and widows. Godly living is far more than 
adhering to a list of “do nots.” It boldly takes the initiative to do what is good.

The apostle Paul instructed Timothy to flee immoral ways (1 Tim. 6:11). 
Sometimes people think a mark of spiritual maturity is seeing how close 
to evil they can wander without actually giving in to it. Such an attitude 
does not demonstrate spiritual maturity; rather, it demonstrates spiritual 
foolishness. The Lord desires us to stay away from sin and to fully embrace all 
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He has for us in His Word. As we submit ourselves to God, ceasing to do evil 
and learning God’s good ways, we become the people God intends us to be.

REPENTANCE REQUIRED (Isa. 1:18-20)

Through the prophet Isaiah, the Lord had brought His rebellious, disobedient 
people into court. The evidence of their guilt was both clear and convincing 
(Isa. 1:10-15). Yet, there was still a remedy available. The question was 
whether God’s people were willing to repent and confess their sins. 

VERSE 18

“Come, let us settle this,” says the Lord. “Though your sins are 

scarlet, they will be as white as snow; though they are crimson 

red, they will be like wool. 

The words come, let us settle this (“let us reason together,” KJV; ESV) 
comprise one of the great divine invitations in Scripture (see also Isa. 55:1-3; 
Matt. 11:28-30; Rev. 22:17). What Isaiah knew in his day about God’s 
merciful nature is also what the apostle Peter learned through personal 
experience: “The Lord … is patient with you, not wanting any to perish but 
all to come to repentance” (2 Pet. 3:9).

God’s statement though your sins are scarlet reflected reality. The 
people’s wickedness had stained their lives through and through. Yet, God 
had the power and grace to forgive His repentant people and make their 
hearts clean—as white as snow. In an example of poetic parallelism, 
the Lord reiterated that He could transform His people’s hearts from the 
crimson red stain of sin to the white wool purity of godliness (see Rev. 1:14). 

VERSE 19

If you are willing and obedient, you will eat the good things 

of the land. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Forgiveness” on pages 589–590 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How would you explain 

the relationship between God’s forgiveness of you and your forgiveness 

of others? What are some specific ways you as a believer can put into 

practice the Christlike actions listed in Isaiah 1:17?
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Isaiah presented a positive alternative for God’s people. He wanted them to 
be willing and obedient to turn back to God’s ways. A willing heart could 
lead to an obedient life, and that was what God wanted. Obedience to God’s 
commands begins with a willingness to submit to Him. Our obedience flows 
from our love for Him. Jesus told His disciples that if they truly loved Him, 
they would keep His commands (John 14:15). 

Isaiah then described the blessing that would come if the people turned 
to God in willing obedience—they would once again eat the good things 
of the land. This was one of the covenant blessings for faithfulness about 
which Moses had instructed the people of Israel before their entry into the 
promised land (Deut. 28:4-5). Then and now, God’s blessings on His faithful 
people can take many forms. Moreover, many of His blessings are not 
material and temporal; they are spiritual and eternal. 

VERSE 20

But if you refuse and rebel, you will be devoured by the sword.” 

For the mouth of the Lord has spoken. 

If the people turned back to the Lord and confessed their sins, they would 
experience good consequences. But if they rejected the Lord’s gracious 
invitation and continued in their spiritual rebellion, they would be devoured 
by the sword. Here the prophet was using the word sword figuratively—it 
represented invading armies that would wield weapons against the helpless 
people of Judah and Jerusalem. 

Isaiah concluded his opening message to the people and leaders of Judah 
by reminding them of its source: for the mouth of the Lord has spoken. 
The people must not imagine that Isaiah was simply giving his opinions 
on the state of the nation. He was delivering an authorized, authoritative 
message straight from God. The Lord never gives empty promises or makes 
idle threats. His powerful word always accomplishes what He wishes to do—
whether in judgment or blessing (Isa. 55:11). 

The Lord is a holy God. He loves His people, but He hates our rebellion and 
disobedience. May we hear and heed Isaiah’s call to repentance! 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Repentance” on pages 1344–1345 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What role does 

repentance play in a person’s salvation? How does repentance play a role 

in the believer’s ongoing relationship with Christ?
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God Sends
God calls His people to recognize and declare 

His sovereign purposes. 

At the university where I teach—Columbia International University—my 
colleagues and I have an ongoing discussion about the school’s mission and 
how we can better achieve it. Our mission as Christian teachers is to educate 
from a biblical worldview to impact the nations with the message of Christ. We 
believe that God calls all of His people into ministry—that is, to serve others 
in Jesus’ name. We base our view of ministry in part on what the apostle 
Paul wrote in Colossians 3:23-24: “Whatever you do, do it from the heart, as 
something done for the Lord and not for people, knowing that you will receive 
the reward of an inheritance from the Lord. You serve the Lord Christ.”

Over the years, I have seen the Lord deploy our graduates into many 
different forms of service. Some become pastors and church leaders, while 
others serve on the mission field and take the gospel to places and people 
who have not yet heard about Jesus Christ. Still others train in business or 
other careers with the goal of leveraging their professions for God’s glory. The 
common denominator for all of our graduates is that they view their primary 
calling as the Great Commission (Matt. 28:18-20). 

In Isaiah 6, God called Isaiah to the prophetic ministry. In the midst of a 
vision of God’s glory, Isaiah felt small and sinful. Yet, God cleansed him and 
commissioned him for the prophetic service that God’s people desperately 
needed in that day. As we study Isaiah 6:1-13 in this session, may we 
place ourselves in the picture and affirm that God calls all of His people to 
recognize and declare His sovereign purposes.

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 5:1–6:13 

In 5:1-7, Isaiah presented an allegorical song about a vineyard owner and his 
vineyard. In 5:1-2, the song’s first stanza describes a vineyard owner who took 

Session 2   |   Isaiah 6:1-13
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utmost care to prepare a vineyard for bearing fruit. He tilled the soil, cleared 
stones, planted choice vines, and constructed a watchtower and winepress. 
Then, as expected, the vineyard produced a crop of grapes. Unexpectedly, 
however, the grapes turned out to be bitter and therefore worthless. 

In 5:3-7, Isaiah then explained the song’s prophetic meaning. The Lord was 
the vineyard owner and the people of Israel were His vineyard. He had done 
everything needed to plant His covenant people in the promised land. He 
expected them to produce good spiritual fruit—justice and righteousness—
instead, they produced wickedness, injustice, and despair.

Isaiah then delivered a series of six woe-oracles against the people of Judah 
in the remainder of chapter 5 (see 5:8,11,18,20-22). Interspersed among the 
woe-oracles are descriptions of the consequences God’s people would face as 
a result of their rebellion and sinfulness (see 5:9-10,13-15,24-30). In 5:16-17, 
Isaiah placed a declaration of the Lord’s exalted holiness in contrast to the 
people’s unfaithfulness. 

Having called God’s people to trial and laid out the evidence of their sin, 
Isaiah then recorded his vision of the sovereign, reigning Lord (6:1-13). Most 
Bible students consider chapter 6 to describe Isaiah’s call to be a prophet. 
The vision occurred sometime around 740 BC, “the year that King Uzziah 
died” (6:1). Uzziah’s death—after having ruled in Jerusalem more than fifty 
years—likely contributed to Isaiah’s yearning to hear from the Lord. 

In his vision, Isaiah saw the Lord seated on His heavenly throne, 
surrounded by angelic beings that proclaimed His glory (6:1-3). The sights 
and sounds of God’s presence in the temple caused Isaiah to recognize and 
confess not only his own sinfulness but also that of the people (6:5). Upon 
Isaiah’s confession, one of the angelic beings touched the prophet’s mouth 
with a coal from the altar and declared Isaiah to be cleansed (6:6-7). When 
the Lord then asked for someone to take His message to the wayward people 
of Judah, Isaiah volunteered to go (6:8). 

God’s initial message to Isaiah was largely a negative one (6:9-13). The 
people would listen to the prophet’s message, but most would refuse to grasp 
its meaning since their minds had become spiritually dull.  

EXPLORE THE TEXT 

GOD’S GLORY (Isa. 6:1-4) 

Isaiah described the scene of God’s throne room revealed to him in a vision. 
The throne was encircled by seraphim that boldly declared God’s majesty 
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and holiness. The sounds shook the temple doorways, while smoke filled the 
inner chambers.

VERSE 1

In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a high 

and lofty throne, and the hem of his robe filled the temple.

The words in the year that King Uzziah [uh ZIGH uh] died provide a clue 
as to the time of Isaiah’s vision and thus the starting point of his prophetic 
ministry. Bible historians generally place Uzziah’s reign over the Southern 
Kingdom of Judah at 792–740 BC. Thus, Isaiah’s visionary call to be the 
Lord’s prophet occurred at some point in 740 BC. 

Descriptions of Uzziah (also known as Azariah) and his reign in Judah 
appear in 2 Kings 15:1-7 and 2 Chronicles 26:1-23. Sixteen years old at the time 
of his father’s assassination, Uzziah was elevated to the kingship by popular 
demand (2 Chron. 26:1). By and large, he did what was right in the Lord’s eyes 
during his long reign (2 King 15:3; 2 Chron. 26:4-15). Toward the end of his 
reign, however, Uzziah tried to usurp the priestly role. For this act the Lord 
struck the king with a skin disease, probably leprosy. Uzziah appointed his 
son, Jotham, to carry out his royal duties (2 Kings 15:5; 2 Chron. 26:16-21).

Thus, Isaiah’s reference to the year of Uzziah’s death reveals that Judah was 
in a time of political and social uncertainty. During this time of uncertainty 
in Judah, God showed Isaiah that He was sovereign. Uzziah might have died, 
but the eternal, sovereign Lord was still reigning on His heavenly throne. 

The words I saw the Lord comprise the main theme of Isaiah 6:1-4. 
Other details of Isaiah’s vision are revealed, but they all point to the central 
theme of his vision of God Almighty. Isaiah saw that the Lord was seated 
on a high and lofty throne (“high and exalted, seated on a throne,” NIV). 
Grammatically, the phrase high and lofty can refer either to the Lord or His 
throne. Both renderings have the same emphasis: the Lord’s majesty and 
sovereignty over His creation. The Lord’s presence was so overwhelming that 
merely the hem (“train,” KJV; ESV; NIV) of his robe filled the temple with 
splendor. The emphasis is that the stately temple could scarcely contain even 
a small portion of God’s sovereign, infinite presence (1 Kings 8:27). Isaiah 
was reminded that God was vastly greater and more powerful than any 
earthly king or historical circumstance. 

VERSE 2

Seraphim were standing above him; they each had six wings: with 

two they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and 

with two they flew. 
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The word seraphim is the plural form of a Hebrew term that often referred to 
a type of venomous snake (see Num. 21:6; Isa. 30:6). The root verb means “to 
burn,” which may have been a description of the intense burning sensation 
caused by the viper’s poison. In Isaiah 6:2, however, the term describes 
angelic beings that surrounded the Lord on His heavenly throne. How many 
of these creatures Isaiah saw is not stated; there were at least two—thus 
the plural form—and perhaps many more. Isaiah noted their position as 
standing above the Lord on His throne. They were humbly attending and 
worshiping (see 6:3) Him.

Isaiah then described that the seraphim each had six wings. He noted 
that the seraphim’s wings fulfilled three purposes. With one pair of wings 
they covered their faces. Covering the face could be either an act of 
deference or an indication the seraphim knew they could not look directly on 
the Lord’s divine glory without consequence (compare Ex. 33:20). 

With a second pair of wings the seraphim covered their feet. In some 
contexts, this phrase served as a euphemism for covering one’s private areas 
in modesty (see 1 Sam. 24:3). However, the imagery also may simply denote 
humility or recognition that God is the One who guides the seraphim’s path. 

With their third pair of wings the seraphim flew. They were ready on 
a moment’s notice to act on the Lord’s command. They would go wherever 
He directed and do whatever He wanted.

VERSE 3

And one called to another: Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of Armies; 

his glory fills the whole earth.

Isaiah witnessed the seraphim engaging in ongoing worship. In particular, 
he heard one of the seraphim testifying about the Lord’s glorious nature. 
The threefold exclamation holy, holy, holy may have been a reference to the 
Trinity. More likely in this context, however, the phrase underscored the 
utter uniqueness, righteousness, and goodness of the Lord’s nature. There is 
no other like Him (see Isa. 40:21-24). 

The expression Lord of Armies (“Lord of Hosts,” KJV; ESV; “Lord 
Almighty,” NIV) conveys the sense of God’s sovereign power. He is the 
supreme commander of not only the armies of Israel but also the hosts of 
angels and, indeed, the stars—His countless celestial warriors.

The seraphim affirmed that God’s glory fills the whole earth. This 
Hebrew phrase can be rendered literally as “the fullness of all the earth is 
His glory.” The word rendered glory has as its basic meaning “to be heavy.” 
God’s glory thus refers to the weighty majesty of His presence. The mere 
“hem of His robe” filled the temple to overflowing (6:1). Now the seraphim 
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proclaimed that the whole earth could not contain the fullness of His holy 
presence. Consequently, the Lord was (and is) far greater than any threat or 
circumstance that His people might face.

VERSE 4

The foundations of the doorways shook at the sound of their 

voices, and the temple was filled with smoke. 

The phrase foundations of the doorways (“posts of the door,” KJV; 
“foundations of the thresholds,” ESV; “doorposts and thresholds,” NIV) 
refers to the solid stone thresholds that supported the massive doorposts. 
That the thresholds shook (“moved,” KJV) at the sound of the seraphim’s 
voices emphasizes the thunderous level of their worship. They wanted heaven 
and earth to hear their praise of the sovereign Lord God. 

Finally, Isaiah saw that the temple was filled with smoke. Smoke arising 
from the altar of burnt offerings would have been a common sight at the 
Jerusalem temple. Based on the model of the tabernacle, there was also an 
altar of incense that stood in front of the massive curtain separating the holy 
place from the holy of holies, or most holy place (Ex. 30:1-9). Incense was to 
be burned daily on this altar; over time, the incense smoke came to represent 
the fervent prayers of God’s people (see Ps. 141:2; Rev. 8:3-4).

GOD’S FORGIVENESS (Isa. 6:5-7)

VERSE 5

Then I said: Woe is me for I am ruined because I am a man of 

unclean lips and live among a people of unclean lips, and because 

my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of Armies. 

People in the Scriptures who encountered God invariably felt a sense of great 
awe—if not fear—as well as a sense of overwhelming personal inadequacy. 
The Hebrew term rendered woe is an interjection, a guttural cry of grief and 
despair. Hebrew prophets sometimes introduced an oracle of judgment with 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article entitled “Glory” on pages 647–648 of the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What images come to 

your mind when you think of God’s glory? Where do you see God’s glory 

on display in the world around you? 
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this term (Isa. 3:11; Jer. 48:46; Ezek. 24:6; Hos. 7:13). Isaiah used it in 6:5 to 
express grief and a sense of helplessness concerning his sinful condition. He 
realized that he was ruined (“undone,” KJV; “lost,” ESV). 

The text presents three reasons Isaiah felt this way. First, he confessed 
that he was a man of unclean lips. Psalm 24:4 declares that a person who 
hopes to stand in God’s presence and receive His blessing must have “clean 
hands and a pure heart, who has not appealed to what is false, and who has 
not sworn deceitfully.” Isaiah did not specify the ways in which he had failed 
to speak the truth—whether by omission, commission, or both—yet, he 
knew that the word unclean described what was in his heart. 

Second, Isaiah confessed that he lived among a people of unclean lips 
and too often “went along to get along” rather than hold himself and the 
people around him accountable for covenant faithfulness. Third, Isaiah felt 
utterly lost and helpless because he had seen the King, the Lord of Armies. 
The ultimate example of purity and holiness and the standard by which Isaiah 
and all people will be judged had appeared before the prophet in a vision.  

God’s holiness exposed Isaiah’s sin, and it also exposes our sin. The apostle 
Paul wrote that all have sinned (Rom. 3:23). Consequently, we all fall short 
of God’s glory and His holy standard. Without His grace and forgiveness 
provided in Jesus Christ, we too would be utterly lost, helpless, and ruined. 

VERSE 6

Then one of the seraphim flew to me, and in his hand was a 

glowing coal that he had taken from the altar with tongs.

When Isaiah confessed his unworthiness, God was ready to provide the 
solution. He sent one of the seraphim (literally, “burning ones”) to respond 
to Isaiah’s confession. The seraph was holding in his hand … a glowing 
coal that he had taken from the altar. The huge altar standing outside the 
holy place was used for burnt offerings and sacrifices, including the sin and 
guilt offerings (2 Chron. 4:1; Lev. 6:24-25; 7:1-2). Inside the holy place stood 
the altar of incense (see Ex. 30:1-6; 2 Chron. 4:19). Since the focus of Isaiah’s 
vision appears to be inside the temple proper, probably the coal was taken 
off of the incense altar. In any case, the glowing coal represents the cleansing 
agent the Lord would use to purify Isaiah from his sins.

VERSE 7

He touched my mouth with it and said: Now that this has touched 

your lips, your iniquity is removed and your sin is atoned for.

Isaiah had confessed his sinfulness in terms of having “unclean lips” (6:5). 
Accordingly, the seraph touched the glowing coal to Isaiah’s mouth and lips. 
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The Lord designated that the glowing coal would serve as a tangible sign of 
His forgiveness and cleansing. Thus, when the seraph completed the action 
of applying the coal to Isaiah’s mouth, he declared that Isaiah’s iniquity 
(“guilt,” NIV) had been removed. The Hebrew term rendered iniquity can also 
be translated “guilt.” It emphasizes the crooked or perverse spirit associated 
with sin. The word rendered removed (“taken away,” KJV; ESV; NIV) refers to 
the turning away or canceling of the sinner’s guilt. 

Next, the seraph affirmed that Isaiah’s sin had been atoned for. The 
Hebrew word rendered sin emphasizes a person’s falling short of God’s 
standard of holiness. The word translated atoned for (“purged,” KJV) has 
as its basic meaning “to cover over.” In the context of God’s covenant with 
the people of Israel, this term described the once-a-year blood sacrifices 
offered by the high priest on the Day of Atonement (see Lev. 16). The Day of 
Atonement sacrifices foreshadowed the ultimate atonement God provided 
for sinners through the death of Christ on the cross (see Heb. 9:14). 

We all, like Isaiah, stand in need of God’s forgiveness. Jesus’ perfect 
sacrifice secured the salvation of all who place their faith in Him. While the 
atonement rituals in the law and the fiery coal in Isaiah’s vision foreshadowed 
God’s provision of atonement, it was Jesus Christ the Son of God who 
ultimately enacted that atonement through His death on the cross. Jesus is 
the ultimate Source of our forgiveness. 

GOD’S CALL (Isa. 6:8-10) 

VERSE 8

Then I heard the voice of the Lord asking: Who should I send? 

Who will go for us? I said: Here I am. Send me.

Up to this point in his vision, Isaiah had seen the Lord’s majestic presence 
and had heard the seraphim’s thundering worship, but he had not heard the 
Lord speak. Now, however, Isaiah heard the voice of the Lord. 

God took the initiative and allowed Isaiah into what may have been 
a heavenly council meeting. The Lord had an important mission that He 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Atonement” on pages 144–147 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. Why did God need to 

reconcile sinners to Himself through the atonement Jesus brought? What 

does the doctrine of atonement reveal about God? About us?
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wanted carried out. He posed two questions that were designed to enlist the 
right servant for the mission. The first question (Who should I send?) looks 
at the enlistment from God’s point of view. The Lord is the ultimate decider 
concerning those whom He calls to serve Him. Nevertheless, the second 
question (Who will go for us?) considers the enlistment from the servant’s 
point of view. In other words, would the servant whom God called to mission 
respond to His call with obedience and faith? 

Isaiah understood the Lord’s questions as being directed personally to 
him. To his credit, Isaiah readily responded in the affirmative: Here I am. 
Send me. He did not ask the Lord to first spell out the mission and guarantee 
his safety. Isaiah simply responded in faith. He was ready to go wherever the 
Lord wanted and do whatever the Lord commanded. 

VERSE 9

And he replied: Go! Say to these people: Keep listening, but do not 

understand; keep looking, but do not perceive.

Having heard Isaiah’s commitment, the Lord then directed Isaiah to go and 
speak a divine message to God’s people. Isaiah’s mission was thus to serve 
as the Lord’s prophet, delivering a warning of impending judgment to His 
sinful people. Interestingly, Isaiah’s first prophetic message focused on the 
response it would generate. The Lord was preparing His prophet to persevere 
in the mission even when the people refused to repent. 

There were both auditory and visual aspects to Hebrew prophecy. Isaiah’s 
first prophetic message employed both aspects. He was to tell the people to 
keep listening, but do not understand. That is, Isaiah’s prophetic messages 
would only increase the people’s stubborn unwillingness to hear and heed 
God’s warning of judgment. Similarly, the disobedient people would keep 
looking at events and situations that occurred, but the people would not be 
able to perceive the message God was sending through the events. 

VERSE 10

Make the minds of these people dull; deafen their ears and blind 

their eyes; otherwise they might see with their eyes and hear with 

their ears, understand with their minds, turn back, and be healed. 

Verse 10 amplifies the numbing impact of Isaiah’s prophetic message. God 
instructed the prophet to make the minds (“heart,” KJV; ESV; NIV) of 
these people dull (“fat,” KJV; calloused,” NIV), to deafen (“make … heavy,” 
KJV) their ears, and to blind their eyes. These impacts seem to be the very 
opposite of what a prophet might expect to result from his preaching.
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Why would God give such directives to Isaiah? He began to answer the 
question, but not as the prophet might have expected. God told Isaiah to 
prophesy with these impacts in mind because otherwise the people might 
see with their eyes the work God was trying to do among them. They might 
hear with their ears the message of judgment the prophet was bringing. 
They might truly understand the gravity of their spiritual situation and 
therefore repent (turn back) and be healed.

How are we to understand the God of grace and forgiveness speaking in 
these terms? God knew that the only way for the people of Israel and Judah 
to find true healing was for them to experience His disciplinary judgment. 
Insincere repentance—being sorry for getting caught—could never bring 
about the transformed hearts that were needed. Only through the discipline 
of defeat and exile could God’s people be truly healed and restored.

GOD’S PERSISTENCE (Isa. 6:11-13)

VERSE 11

Then I said, “Until when, Lord? ” And he replied: Until cities lie in 

ruins without inhabitants, houses are without people, the land is 

ruined and desolate, 

Isaiah clearly understood the implications of the Lord’s message that he was 
to deliver. His preaching would serve to make the people’s road to judgment 
all the more certain. Yet, the prophet’s lingering concern was expressed 
in the question “Until when, Lord?” How long would God continue such 
judgment against His people? Over a century later, the prophet Jeremiah 
continued to warn God’s people that they would face seventy years of exile 
(Jer. 25:11-12; 29:10).

God told Isaiah that His judgment would last until cities lie in ruins 
without inhabitants. This is a warning that the nation would eventually 
suffer utter defeat and loss of population. Such devastation to the cities 
meant that houses would stand silent and empty (without people). 
Furthermore, the land itself would lie ruined and desolate. A ruined and 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Call, Calling” on pages 253–254 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What are the different 

aspects of God’s call on a person’s life? What responsibility does the call 

of God place on our lives? 
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desolate territory provided a clear image of God’s judgment, in contrast 
to a future day of restoration when the land would be teeming with joyful 
citizens (see Isa. 54:1-3).

VERSE 12

and the Lord drives the people far away, leaving great emptiness 

in the land. 

The words the Lord drives the people far away leave no doubt as to the 
reason for the devastation God described in verse 11. These things did not 
happen by chance; rather, they reflected God’s righteous judgment against 
a sinful people. Ultimately, God would send His people into captivity in 
Babylon. Great emptiness (“great forsaking,” KJV) would result in the land.  

VERSE 13

Though a tenth will remain in the land, it will be burned again. 

Like the terebinth or the oak that leaves a stump when felled, the 

holy seed is the stump. 

This verse affirms that God’s disciplinary judgment had as its ultimate 
purpose the refining of His people. The phrase a tenth will remain indicates 
that while the vast majority of people would be gone as a result of God’s 
judgment, a small group would still be in the land. Nevertheless, even this 
small portion of the population would face further purifying. The survivors 
would be burned again—that is, they would face further judgment for the 
purpose of even greater spiritual refinement.

The Lord compared His process of disciplinary judgment to the felling of 
a tree such as a terebinth or an oak. The main part of the tree would be used 
as firewood, but the remaining stump would one day sprout new life. Thus, 
the stump would represent the holy seed. God’s judgment was certain, and 
it would be severe, but the Lord did not leave Isaiah (or His people) without 
hope. One day a refined remnant would return to the Lord and then would 
be restored to the promised land.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Remnant” on pages 1343–1344 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How does the concept of 

a faithful remnant in Isaiah 6:13 encourage you as you serve God? How can 

God advance His kingdom even when our circumstances seem bleak?
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God Promises
Since God is sovereign, His people can trust His promises. 

Keeping a prayer journal helps me stay disciplined in my prayer life. 
(I recommend the practice to all believers.) Over the years I have been able to 
look back over my journal notes and be reminded of God’s faithfulness. Of 
course, I first read the accounts of God’s work in and through His people in 
the Scriptures. But then I read in the pages of my journal the ways God has 
worked in my life or my family members’ lives. The biblical truth that God 
keeps His promises becomes ever more real to me!

I recently glanced back at a journal entry in which I noted that I was praying 
for my five granddaughters to come to know and believe in Jesus Christ. An 
entry from later that year recorded that two of the girls had professed their 
faith in Jesus. Other journal entries from the past reminded me of God’s 
financial provisions to my family at a time of need, the healing of a sick 
relative, and the good resolution of a difficult situation in my work life.

The Bible encourages us as believers to look to the past for reminders of 
all that God has done. When we observe His past goodness in keeping His 
promises to us, we gain courage to follow Him faithfully in all the seasons 
and situations of our lives.

In today’s Bible passage, the prophet Isaiah challenged a wavering King Ahaz 
of Judah to remember God’s faithfulness. Judah’s ruler faced the threat of an 
invading alliance of armies—the armies of Aram (Syria) and the Northern 
Kingdom of Israel—that wanted to force Judah to join their coalition against 
an even more powerful international threat, Assyria. The Lord offered to give 
Ahaz a sign of His sovereign protection of Jerusalem, but the king foolishly 
refused to trust God’s promise. It fell to Isaiah to declare that the Lord would 
give His people a sign of His own choosing—a sign that pointed ultimately to 
the Messiah’s appearance to save God’s people from their sins.

As you explore this key passage in the Book of Isaiah, use the study to 
reflect on God’s faithfulness in your life. What promises have you seen God 
fulfill? What big answers to your prayers in the past give you confidence 
as you live for God today? How does the affirmation that God is sovereign 
and His people can trust His promises challenge you personally to live 
faithfully for Him?

Session 3   |   Isaiah 7:7-17
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 7:1–12:6 

These chapters are united by the theme of trusting in the Lord instead of 
in the apparent power of human nations. By the time of Isaiah’s call to be 
a prophet in 740 BC, the Assyrian Empire dominated the world politically 
and militarily. Smaller nations such as Aram (Syria), the Northern Kingdom 
of Israel, and the Southern Kingdom of Judah either became vassal states of 
Assyria or incurred the empire’s wrath. From time to time smaller nations 
tested the empire’s resolve by forming rebellious alliances. Aram and Israel 
formed such an alliance around 735 BC and sought to enlist Judah in the 
coalition as well. When Judah’s ruler refused, Aram and Israel turned on 
Judah in an effort to force the kingdom to join the coalition or be invaded by 
its armies. King Ahaz of Judah concluded that he was in a no-win situation. 

Isaiah 7:1-25 reports the prophet Isaiah’s dramatic confrontation with 
King Ahaz over trusting in human schemes over the Lord’s promises. The 
Lord was willing to give Ahaz a sign that the king had nothing to fear from 
the Aram-Israel coalition. However, Ahaz refused to trust in the Lord’s 
promise and would not ask for a sign (7:12).

The Lord’s response was to rebuke Ahaz and announce through Isaiah 
a momentous sign that not only clarified Judah’s greatest danger of judgment 
but also foreshadowed the future birth of Immanuel—Jesus the Messiah 
(7:14; compare Matt. 1:20-23). Isaiah went on to describe the calamity that 
would befall Judah for its failure to trust in God’s promises.  Assyria’s armies 
would invade the promised land and bring God’s judgment; the land would 
become desolate (Isa. 7:17-25). 

Isaiah continued to prophesy about the rebellious coalition’s coming 
downfall in 8:1-10. The prophet and his wife would give birth to a son. The 
boy’s God-given name prophetically signified the impending destruction of 
both Aram and the Northern Kingdom of Israel at the hands of Assyria. In 
8:11-17, Isaiah declared that the Lord had told him not to fear the coalition’s 
threats but to fear and follow only the Lord. Isaiah then condemned the 
false hope people placed in things other than the Lord (8:18-22). The people 
trusted in mediums and spiritists rather than in the Lord God. Therefore, 
God would bring deep darkness and gloom to the land. 

In 9:1-7, Isaiah returned to the theme of a future deliverer for God’s 
people. The prophet foresaw the birth of a male child who would be called 
“Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Eternal Father, Prince of Peace” (9:6). 
This child—the Messiah—would establish an everlasting kingdom of justice 
and righteousness through the power of the Lord Almighty.
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Next, Isaiah described the steps God would take to get His people’s 
attention (9:8–10:4). He would reduce their territory through invading 
armies that conquer their land and consume their resources. Wickedness 
and oppression would dominate the land as some people took advantage of 
others and looked out only for their own needs and desires.

The prophet then delivered God’s message of judgment against Assyria 
(10:5-34). God would use the empire as an instrument of judgment against 
His disobedient people. In time, however, Assyria would also be judged for 
its arrogance and wickedness. A remnant of God’s people would be delivered 
from Assyrian subjugation and would return to the promised land (10:20-23). 

In chapter 11, Isaiah delivered yet another message of hope regarding 
the appearance of a future deliverer and the restoration of God’s people. 
Ultimately, the prophetic message points to the coming of Jesus the Messiah 
in fulfilling the Lord’s promises to David regarding an everlasting kingdom 
of righteousness. Chapter 12 is a song of praise and thanksgiving the Lord’s 
redeemed people will sing in the day of their salvation. They will exalt the 
Lord for keeping His promises.

EXPLORE THE TEXT 

GOD INTERVENES (Isa. 7:7-9) 

At the Lord’s direction, Isaiah confronted King Ahaz of Judah about the 
king’s fear of an invasion by a coalition of Aram (Syria) and Ephraim (the 
Northern Kingdom of Israel). The prophet encouraged Ahaz to stand firm in 
his faith in the Lord.

VERSE 7

This is what the Lord God says: It will not happen; it will not occur. 

The words this is what … says (“thus saith,” KJV; “thus says,” ESV) often 
introduce a prophetic oracle in the Old Testament. The phrase emphasizes 
that the prophet spoke with divine authority. Furthermore, the message 
spoken was not the prophet’s opinion but rather was a revealed word from 
the Lord Himself. The phrase the Lord God (“the Sovereign Lord,” NIV) 
renders a combined form of the Hebrew word Adonai [ad oh NIGH], meaning 
“lord,” and the sacred covenant name Yahweh [YAH weh], the name usually 
rendered in English Bibles as “the Lord.” Literally translated, the phrase 
would read “Lord the Lord,” thus some translations substitute the name 
God (note the small capital letters) for the covenant name Yahweh. By using 
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this combined name, Isaiah stressed to King Ahaz that he could believe the 
prophetic message as divine truth with no hesitation.  

What was the prophet’s message of truth? Isaiah declared that the rebel 
coalition’s plan to conquer Judah, install a puppet ruler, and thereby force 
Judah to join their rebellion against Assyria would not happen (“it shall 
not stand,” KJV; ESV). Ahaz’s situation might have looked bleak at the 
moment, but the Lord God had a greater plan at work that would snuff out 
the coalition’s plan like dousing a smoldering stick under water (see 7:4; 
8:6-7). Ahaz had to choose whether he would trust God’s promises or let his 
circumstances guide his decision-making.

Both in Isaiah’s day and today, the life of faith includes living with the 
tension between what our circumstances suggest and what God promises. The 
Lord God calls us to believe His promises no matter what our circumstances 
might be. He is faithful, and He calls us to be faithful to Him. 

VERSES 8-9

The chief city of Aram is Damascus, the chief of Damascus is 

Rezin (within sixty-five years Ephraim will be too shattered to be 

a people), the chief city of Ephraim is Samaria, and the chief of 

Samaria is the son of Remaliah. If you do not stand firm in your 

faith, then you will not stand at all.

It is unlikely that King Ahaz needed to be told the names of Aram’s capital 
city and ruler, much less the names of Israel’s capital and king. One view of 
what Isaiah meant in 7:8-9 by identifying the capitals and rulers of the two 
rebellious kingdoms emphasizes the Lord’s sovereign control over nations 
and history. That is, the prophet was assuring Ahaz that while God had 
placed Rezin [REE zin] in power over Aram and the son of Remaliah [rem 
uh LIGH uh] over Israel, He had not given those kings rule over Judah. 

An alternate view suggests that Isaiah specifically named the capital cities 
and rulers of the two kingdoms because these names symbolized the heights 
of human power in those kingdoms. Yet, the coalition’s reliance on human 
power alone would end in utter disaster soon enough. Isaiah prophesied that 
within sixty-five years Ephraim (the Northern Kingdom of Israel) would 
be too shattered to be a people (“be broken … be not a people,” KJV; “be 
shattered from being a people,” ESV). Likewise, Damascus (Aram/Syria) and 
its king would be destroyed by the military tsunami that was the Assyrian 
Empire (see Isa. 8:6-7; 2 Kings 16:9). Indeed, the two kingdoms of the 
rebellious coalition were already in Assyria’s sights. Damascus was conquered 
and Rezin was put to death by the Assyrian king in 732 BC, just three years 
after Isaiah’s prophetic warning. At the same time, the Northern Kingdom 
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of Israel lost control over much of its territory as well. The capital city of 
Samaria managed to survive a decade longer. However, in 722 BC the 
Assyrian army conquered Samaria after a three-year siege, captured Israel’s 
king, and deported many of the surviving people into exile in Assyria (see 
2 Kings 17:3-6). The Northern Kingdom was then no longer a nation.

Isaiah warned King Ahaz of Judah that if he and the people did not 
stand firm in … faith in the Lord, then Judah, like Aram (Syria) and Israel 
would not stand as a nation at all. The pronoun you is a plural form in both 
instances, indicating that Isaiah intended his prophetic warning not only for 
the king but also for the people. The Hebrew verb rendered stand (“believe … be 
established,” KJV; “firm … be firm,” ESV) appears in two forms and comprises 
a play on words. The term means “to confirm or support” and comes over into 
the English language in the word amen, meaning “let it be so.” Isaiah urged 
the king and people of Judah to confirm in their hearts the certainty of God’s 
promises. If they chose to trust in human power and threats rather than in 
the Lord and His plan, their defeat as a nation was certain.

GOD EXPECTS (Isa. 7:10-13)

VERSE 10

Then the Lord spoke again to Ahaz:

This short verse emphasizes two important truths. First, it underscores 
the true prophet’s authority to speak. It was as though the Lord Himself 
was speaking audibly to Judah’s king. Second, the verse emphasizes God’s 
merciful nature. Judah’s circumstances looked grim, but the king was given 
an opportunity to trust in the Lord and stand firm on the Lord’s promises. 

VERSE 11

“Ask for a sign from the Lord your God—it can be as deep as 

Sheol or as high as heaven.” 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Sovereignty of God” on pages 1494–1495 of 

the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What 

encouragement do we receive as believers when we recognize that God 

is sovereign over all nations? What impact does belief in God’s sovereignty 

have on the way you live day by day?
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The Lord invited Ahaz to ask for a sign that would serve to bolster the king’s 
faith. In the Scriptures, a sign typically refers to an event—miraculous or 
otherwise—that demonstrates God’s activity and confirms His sovereign 
rule over His creation. For example, the phrase “signs and wonders” (Ex. 7:3) 
describes the ten plagues God sent on the land of Egypt to force Pharaoh to 
release the Hebrew people from slavery. In Samuel’s day, the elderly priest Eli 
was given a sign that God would hold his priestly house accountable for the 
wicked actions of his two sons. The sign was that both sons would die on the 
same day (1 Sam. 2:34). 

The New Testament also reports God’s use of signs. On the night of 
Christ’s birth, an angel told a group of shepherds that the confirming sign 
of the Messiah’s appearance was that the shepherds would “find a baby 
wrapped tightly in cloth and lying in a manger” (Luke 2:12). On the other 
hand, Jesus once rebuked people who demanded to see miraculous signs yet 
never intended to believe and act on those signs (Matt. 12:38-42). What was 
true about signs in Jesus’ day was also true in Isaiah’s day. God graciously 
offered His people signs as means to strengthen their faith in Him. Those 
who were given signs were expected to recognize the signs and act on them.

The Lord offered Ahaz an opportunity not only to receive a faith-building 
sign but also to name the sign. There were virtually no limits on what the 
king could ask; the sign could be as deep as Sheol [SHEE ohl] or as high 
as heaven. The term Sheol could refer literally to the grave, to death, or 
figuratively to the holding place of the dead, especially the spirits of the 
unrighteous. In this instance, the term serves with the word heaven to 
signify the farthest boundaries of thought and existence. Whatever Ahaz 
could conceive of, he could ask for it as a sign. What an amazing gift the Lord 
offered to Judah’s king! Sadly, Ahaz refused the gift.

VERSE 12 

But Ahaz replied, “I will not ask. I will not test the Lord.” 

King Ahaz responded to the Lord’s offer of a sign by rejecting it. The words 
I will not test the Lord reflect that Ahaz was trying to paint a veneer of 
false piety over his unbelief. He had already decided not to listen to the 
prophet’s call to faith. In Ahaz’s thinking, the situation demanded more 
warriors and firepower, not more faith in God. Ironically, by claiming that he 
would not put the Lord to the test, Ahaz was, in fact, doing just that! 

Second Kings 16:7-16 provides additional information on Ahaz’s 
unwillingness to trust the Lord or even ask for a sign. The king had sent 
a tribute bribe and a plea for protection to the Assyrian monarch, Tiglath-
pileser [tig lath-pih LEE zuhr]. Ahaz was willing to make Judah a vassal 
state of Assyria and to introduce a pagan altar into the Jerusalem temple 
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in order to gain Assyria’s military help against Aram and Israel. In so doing, 
the king squandered his opportunity to see the Lord God do a great work of 
salvation on behalf of Judah. 

VERSE 13

Isaiah said, “Listen, house of David! Is it not enough for you to try 

the patience of men? Will you also try the patience of my God?

Isaiah confronted King Ahaz’s unbelief and false humility. The phrase house 
of David could refer solely to Ahaz as the reigning descendant of King David, 
to the king as the symbol of the entire tribe of Judah (King David’s tribe), 
or to the royal administration—some members of which may have been 
present when Isaiah addressed the king. In any case, the prophet’s choice 
of words emphasized that the nation of Judah as a whole would suffer the 
consequences of Ahaz’s refusal to trust God’s promises. The two uses of the 
plural pronoun you are possible further evidence that Isaiah was addressing 
not only the king but also others in his administration that were present.

The phrase rendered try the patience (“weary,” KJV; ESV) literally is 
“cause to be weary, frustrated, or exhausted.” Clearly Isaiah had reached 
a point of extreme frustration with the king and his advisers—perhaps also 
with the people in general. The king might try to fend off a pesky prophet 
with false piety, but such tactics would not fool God. Trying the patience 
of God was far more dangerous than resisting the threats of two rebellious 
kingdoms. Ahaz was inviting God’s judgment both on himself and the 
nation of Judah.

Some Bible scholars have noted a significant shift in Isaiah’s language 
from 7:11 to 7:13. In 7:11, Isaiah spoke of “the Lord your God” in addressing 
Ahaz. In 7:13, the prophet referred to the patience of my God. Perhaps 
Isaiah, deeply frustrated by the king’s hypocrisy, emphasized that Ahaz 
was demonstrating that he had no real relationship with the covenant God 
of Israel. The prophet could not imagine a more wearying situation for the 
people of God!

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Sign” on pages 1470–1471 in the Holman Illustrated 

Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What are some things that have 

served as signs to you regarding God’s presence and faithfulness? Why 

do you think Jesus warned against demanding signs from God in order to 

believe Him?
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GOD ANNOUNCES (Isa. 7:14-15) 

VERSE 14

Therefore, the Lord himself will give you a sign: See, the virgin 

will conceive, have a son, and name him Immanuel. 

Isaiah exposed King Ahaz’s unbelief. The king did not want to hear about or 
trust in God’s plan; he already had a scheme of his own in play—submitting 
to Assyria’s ruler and false gods to buy protection (2 Kings 16:7-16). However, 
Ahaz’s hypocritical refusal to ask for a sign would not hinder or change God’s 
sovereign plan in the least. Isaiah declared that the Lord himself would 
give Ahaz and the people of Judah a sign of His choosing. The sign would be 
unmistakable evidence of God’s sovereign rule over human history. It would 
have significance not only for Isaiah’s day but also for God’s ultimate plan of 
redeeming His creation from sin’s curse. 

Isaiah then announced God’s sign: the virgin will conceive, have a son, 
and name him Immanuel. Bible scholars have long debated the way in which 
the Lord fulfilled this sign. One view is that the sign only had a New Testament 
fulfillment in the birth of Jesus Christ to the virgin Mary. Matthew 1:22-23 
clearly confirms that Jesus’ birth fulfilled the Immanuel prophecy. Luke 
1:26-38 does not refer directly to Isaiah 7:14, yet this New Testament passage 
also confirms that Mary was a virgin when the Holy Spirit empowered her to 
conceive and give birth to Jesus, the promised Messiah. 

An alternate view suggests that the sign had an initial fulfillment in Isaiah’s 
day, while its ultimate fulfillment came in the miraculous virgin birth of 
Jesus Christ. In this second view, the initial fulfillment of the sign in Isaiah’s 
day was not precisely the same kind of miraculous birth as took place in the 
case of the unique conception and birth of Jesus, the Son of God. The woman 
in Isaiah’s day may have been a virgin when the sign was announced but later 
gave birth to the boy who became known as Immanuel in order to remind 
Ahaz and the people of Israel that God was with them. In fact, some Bible 
scholars point to the sign’s possible initial fulfillment in the birth of Isaiah’s 
son with his wife, “the prophetess” (see Isa. 8:1-10). To be sure, proponents of 
both views readily affirm that the prophecy’s ultimate fulfillment came in the 
miraculous virgin birth of the true Immanuel, Jesus Christ. 

The name Immanuel means “God [is] with us.” Ahaz and the people of 
Judah needed to realize that God was with them. If they trusted in the 
Lord and not in Assyria, they would find that they had no reason to fear the 
coalition’s threats. Eventually, however, all the world’s people needed (and 
still need) to realize that, in Jesus Christ, the Son of God miraculously took 
on human flesh by being born of a virgin. Christ literally became “God with 
us” so that He might save us from our sins.
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VERSE 15 

By the time he learns to reject what is bad and choose what is 

good, he will be eating curds and honey. 

With this verse, Isaiah explained that the historical significance of the child’s 
birth and naming would become clear in a matter of only a few years. He may 
have been referring to the time of the son’s bar mitzvah—usually at around 
twelve or thirteen years of age—when he was recognized as “a son of the 
commandment” and was held accountable to the covenant law. Isaiah’s point 
was that the Immanuel prophecy was certain to happen. 

The words he will be eating curds and honey are difficult to understand. 
On one hand, the phrase curds and honey could refer to a situation of 
deprivation. These were foods on which poorer people might have to subsist. 
On the other hand, the phrase could also describe the continuation of Judah’s 
ability to provide food for its children despite the threats of invasion and 
occupation by the Aram-Israel coalition. This understanding seems to better 
connect with the conclusion that Isaiah declared in the subsequent verse. 

GOD JUDGES (Isa. 7:16-17)

VERSE 16

For before the boy knows to reject what is bad and choose what is 

good, the land of the two kings you dread will be abandoned. 

Isaiah essentially repeated the line from 7:15 describing the prophesied boy’s 
coming of age. In verse 15, however, the prophet’s conclusion concerned what 
the child’s diet would be at that time. In verse 16, Isaiah’s conclusion focused 
on the real-time threat that Judah faced from the Aram-Israel coalition. 
Before the prophesied child even came of age, the land of the two kings 
threatening Judah would be abandoned (“shall be forsaken,” KJV; “will be 
deserted,” ESV; “will be laid waste,” NIV).

Isaiah’s prophetic words proved true. By 722 BC, the Assyrians had 
demolished the capital city of Samaria, occupied the entire nation, 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Immanuel” on page 793 in the Holman Illustrated 

Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What are ways that believers today 

can know that God is with us? In what sense is Jesus Christ the ultimate 

fulfillment of the Immanuel prophecy? 
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arrested Israel’s king, and taken many surviving Israelites into captivity 
(see 2 Kings 17:3-6). 

VERSE 17

The Lord will bring on you, your people, and your father’s house 

such a time as has never been since Ephraim separated from 

Judah: He will bring the king of Assyria.”

Even though Ahaz had made an alliance with Assyria for protection, 
the Lord intended to use Assyria as an instrument of His judgment. The 
phrase rendered you, your people, and your father’s house emphasizes 
the thoroughness of God’s coming judgment. Ahaz’s unbelief and foolish 
decisions would have dire consequences for all the people of Judah. 

The phrase since Ephraim separated from Judah refers to the division 
of united Israel into two kingdoms (Israel in the north, Judah in the south) 
after Solomon’s death around 930 BC (see 1 Kings 12:12-17). Because of 
Ahaz’s refusal to trust in the Lord and determination to trust in human 
power and schemes, the covenant people of God in Judah would experience 
disaster to the extent the nation had not seen in almost two hundred years!

The Lord God is sovereign over the nations, and Isaiah reminded 
Judah’s king that it was the Lord, not Ahaz, who would bring the king of 
Assyria into the promised land. The destroyer would come not for Ahaz’s 
purposes or even for his own; he would come in fulfillment of the prophetic 
promises of God.  

This session has focused on the theme that since God is sovereign, His 
people can trust His promises. Those promises may well include assurance 
that the Lord will not allow His people to live in disobedience without facing 
His disciplinary judgment (see Heb. 12:7-11). At the same time, for those 
who trust in Him and faithfully follow Him in all situations, the Lord’s 
promises of deliverance never fail. Isaiah’s Immanuel prophecy is a great 
case in point. Not only did this prophecy provide hope in Isaiah’s day, but it 
also foreshadowed the ultimate promise of salvation through faith in Jesus 
Christ. May the Lord give us all the grace to trust His promises, for our faith 
will grow as we do!

EXPLORE FURTHER

Reflect on the promises of God in Scripture that are especially important 

to you at this time. What are those promises? Why do they hold such 

significance for your life now?
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God Reigns
God controls the rise and fall of nations and powers. 

Soon millions of people across the United States will vote to elect 
their government officials on the local, state, and national levels. In a 
representative democracy, citizens have the power to peacefully maintain 
or change the leaders and priorities of their government by simply voting 
to do so. Some nations in today’s world display only a facade of democracy; 
they hold occasional sham elections, but in reality powerful monarchs or 
oligarchs rule the people with an iron hand. 

Monarchy without the benefit of elections was the nearly universal form 
of government in the ancient biblical world. Consequently, terrible violence 
often characterized transitions of power. A king might lose his kingdom (and 
life!) to a strong usurper, and those who maintained loyalty to the former 
king would be executed. If a king’s son inherited the throne, competitors and 
citizens alike watched closely to see if the son followed the same policies as 
his father or took a turn for the worse. 

In Isaiah 23, the prophet Isaiah delivered a judgment prophecy against 
Tyre, a fortified island-city on the Mediterranean coast of Phoenicia 
[fih NISH ih uh] (modern Lebanon). This prophecy concludes a series of 
oracles in chapters 13–23 that is sometimes referred to as “the oracles 
against the nations.” These messages were meant to remind God’s people as 
well as the people in those surrounding nations that the Lord is ultimately 
sovereign over all the world’s nations past, present, and future. Nations and 
powers rise and fall in the course of human history. All of them—then and 
now—are ultimately accountable to God. As the apostle John described 
in his vision of the end times: “The kingdom of the world has become the 
kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ” (Rev. 11:15).

As you study this session’s Bible passage, reflect on its meaning for the 
nations of the world today, including the United States of America. What 
warnings does the passage offer? What encouragement and guidance does it 
give to us as believers and as citizens? How might your attitudes and actions 
need to change based on the reality that God controls the rise and fall of all 
nations and powers?

Session 4   |   Isaiah 23:8-18
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 13:1–23:18 

The Old Testament people of God did not live in a political vacuum. The 
promised land lay at the crossroads of powerful empires and regional 
kingdoms on every side. Further, Israel itself split into two rival kingdoms—
the Northern Kingdom of Israel and the Southern Kingdom of Judah—
following the death of King Solomon (see 1 Kings 12:1-19). Both kingdoms at 
times had rulers who acted wickedly and rebelled against the Lord, inviting 
His judgment. The Lord often used the pagan nations surrounding the 
promised land as the agents of His punishment against His wayward people. 

In Isaiah 13–23, however, the Lord made clear that the pagan nations 
and empires He used as instruments of His judgment would also face 
accountability. Isaiah’s prophetic messages in these chapters not only outline 
God’s judgment against wicked empires and idol-worshiping nations but also 
describe His plans to restore Israel and Judah (after they are punished) and 
advance His messianic kingdom.

In 13:1–14:23, Isaiah announced God’s judgment against Babylon. By 
612 BC, the Babylonians would conquer and supersede the Assyrian Empire 
and go on to become the future destroyer of Judah and the temple of 
Jerusalem in 586 BC. Many survivors of Jerusalem’s destruction would be 
taken into captivity in Babylon. Nevertheless, in time Babylon also would 
face God’s judgment. The “jewel of the kingdoms” would become “like Sodom 
and Gomorrah when God overthrew them” (13:19). At the same time, God 
would rescue His captive people Israel and restore them to the promised land 
(14:1-2). Isaiah closed chapter 14 with brief pronouncements against the 
Assyrian Empire (14:24-27) and Philistia (14:28-32). 

In 15:1–16:14, Isaiah described the judgment of God that would fall 
on Moab, a small, neighboring kingdom located east of the Jordan River 
opposite the city of Jericho. Moab was proud of its agriculture and wealth, 
but its pride would be trampled and its population depleted.

Chapter 17 contains three oracles, a brief one against Damascus, the capital 
of Aram, or Syria (17:1-3), one concerning Israel (17:4-11), and a brief oracle 
against “the nations” in general (17:12-14). The nations that rage against and 
plunder God’s people will one day be blown away like chaff (17:13).

Chapters 18–20 focus on two ancient kingdoms on the African continent, 
Cush and Egypt. While sometimes identified as Ethiopia, Cush more likely 
is to be identified with the ancient kingdom of Nubia that lay just south of 
Egypt along the Nile River. Its people had a reputation of being “tall and 
smooth-skinned,” being fierce in battle, and speaking “a strange language” 
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(18:2). Surprisingly, God’s judgment on the Cushites would lead to their 
bringing an offering to the Lord in Jerusalem (18:7). 

Isaiah prophesied that Egypt would also bow to the sovereign judgment 
of the Lord (19:1). Civil war and economic disasters would devastate the 
land; Egypt’s pharaohs and tribal chieftains would be helpless to rescue the 
nation (19:2-15). Although Egypt would one day submit to an alliance with 
Judah—adopting the language of Canaan in five of its cities, building an altar 
to the Lord, even worshiping the Lord and making vows to Him (19:16-23)—
eventually Assyria would conquer the lands of Egypt and Cush (20:1-6). 

In chapter 21, Isaiah delivered a second judgment warning concerning 
Babylon (21:1-10), then issued two oracles about Dumah (21:11-12)—a name 
either for Edom or a trade route oasis in northern Arabia—and the kingdom 
of Arabia (21:13-17). By 689 BC, Assyria would dominate all the tribal groups 
in these areas.

In chapter 22, the prophet issued an oracle against Jerusalem, sarcastically 
referring to the city as “the Valley of Vision” because the city and its leaders 
trusted more in human weapons and survival schemes than in the Lord 
(22:1-14). They also received a proclamation of doom (22:1-14). The chapter 
closes with an unusual oracle concerning a royal official in Jerusalem. 
Shebna, the king’s palace steward, was using his position to selfishly promote 
himself. The Lord would oust Shebna from his position and replace him with 
a faithful servant named Eliakim (22:15-25).

Isaiah ended his oracles against the nations section with a pronouncement 
against Tyre (23:1-18). Steeped in international trade by land and sea, Tyre—
along with Sidon, its sister city to the north—became extremely wealthy and 
influential to the point of arrogance. Isaiah prophesied that Tyre would one 
day lose all its wealth and “be forgotten for seventy years—the life span of 
one king” (23:15). Further, after the seventy years the Lord would restore 
Tyre to its former glory with one significant difference: the city’s profits 
would be dedicated to the Lord (23:17-18)!

EXPLORE THE TEXT 

GOD IS JUST (Isa. 23:8-12) 

Isaiah 23:1-7 introduces God’s judgment against Tyre. The main island-
city was an international center for trade and was fortified to be nearly 
impregnable by land or sea. Nonetheless, Isaiah stressed that Tyre’s downfall 
would come because God decreed it. 
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VERSE 8

Who planned this against Tyre, the bestower of crowns, whose 

traders are princes, whose merchants are the honored ones 

of the earth?

The entirety of verse 8 comprises a question, but the heart of the question 
lies in the first five words—who planned this against Tyre. The word this 

points to the future (from Isaiah’s viewpoint) when Tyre would suffer the 
destruction God decreed against all of the idolatrous Canaanite cities (23:11; 
see Lev. 18:24-25). The Assyrian army attacked Tyre around the time that 
they successfully conquered the Northern Kingdom of Israel in 722 BC. 
However, the Assyrians were forced to withdraw from their siege of Tyre 
after five years without conquering the city. 

The sixth century BC prophet Ezekiel later announced that the Babylonian 
army under King Nebuchadnezzar would come against Tyre (see Ezek. 
26:1-14). They did so after destroying the city of Jerusalem in 586 BC. Yet, 
Babylon was unable to conquer Tyre even though Nebuchadnezzar’s forces 
besieged the island fortress for thirteen years! Thus, if these two powerful 
empires could not bring Tyre into submission, who could? About one hundred 
and fifty years prior to Ezekiel’s time, the prophet Isaiah emphasized that 
only the sovereign Lord God could plan Tyre’s accountability.

Isaiah gave three descriptions of Tyre. First, Tyre was the bestower of 
crowns. This description likely refers to Tyre as a wealthy, powerful city 
that could make or break the success of kings. The city’s broad international 
influence was not so much military or political as it was economic. 

Second, Isaiah described Tyre as a city whose traders are princes 
(“whose merchants were princes,” ESV). On one hand, this phrase could 
mean that Tyre was such an elite commercial center that nations sent no 
less than their royal sons there to make trade deals. On the other hand, the 
phrase could mean that the merchants of Tyre were viewed as and treated 
like royalty. In either case, the description emphasizes the powerful role of 
Tyre’s merchant class. 

Third, Isaiah further described Tyre as a city in which its merchants were 
honored ones of the earth (“renowned in the earth,” NIV). That is, Tyre’s 
merchant class enjoyed a worldwide reputation of honor. So many nations had 
much to gain or lose based on Tyre’s future. Thus, Isaiah wanted his audience 
to consider who could be powerful enough to plan Tyre’s destruction.

VERSE 9

The Lord of Armies planned it, to desecrate all its glorious 

beauty, to disgrace all the honored ones of the earth. 
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Here Isaiah answered the question he raised in verse 8: the Lord of Armies 
planned Tyre’s future destruction. The title Lord of Armies (“Lord of hosts,” 
KJV) describes God as Commander-in-chief over heaven’s host—whether 
angelic armies (Zech. 14:5; Rev. 19:14) or the very stars of heaven (Isa. 40:26). 

The Lord would desecrate all its glorious beauty (“stain the pride of all 
glory,” KJV; “defile the pompous pride of all glory,”ESV; “bring down her pride 
in all her splendor,” NIV). Furthermore, God would disgrace (“bring into 
contempt,” KJV; “dishonor,” ESV; “humble,” NIV) the city’s powerful elites. 
Tyre was a leading commercial city in the ancient world. Wealthy merchants 
and royal emissaries came there from many places to secure trade deals 
and hobnob with other powerful people. The city gained a reputation for its 
unparalleled splendor and unbridled arrogance. However, the city would not 
stand before God’s sovereign judgment.

VERSE 10

Overflow your land like the Nile, daughter of Tarshish; there is no 

longer anything to restrain you. 

Interpreters connect Isaiah’s reference to the daughter of Tarshish with 
merchants who came from the region of modern Spain. Tarshish lay at the 
western end of the Mediterranean Sea, while Tyre lay at its eastern end. It is 
unclear whether Tarshish was a commercial competitor of Tyre or a distant 
city under Tyre’s economic dominance. Either way, Tarshish would be 
mightily impacted by Tyre’s fall.

The Hebrew verb rendered overflow (“pass through,” KJV; “cross over,” 
ESV; “till,” NIV) can depict a river’s spilling over its banks and, figuratively, 
the invasion of an army or the sudden influx of refugees. The accompanying 
phrase like the Nile gives an even more vivid word picture. In Egypt, the 
annual flooding of the Nile River proved vital for that nation’s agricultural 
economy. At the same time, flooding can have a devastating effect on 
buildings and living things caught in its path. 

Thus, Isaiah may have been depicting a flood of people pouring out of the 
city of Tarshish into rural lands. There was nothing left in the city to keep 
them. The people could no longer find work in the merchant trade; neither 
could they purchase staple goods from Tyre any longer. So they fled to the 
rural areas to try to survive. 

In an alternate view, the phrase rendered no longer anything to restrain 
you could indicate that with Tyre’s downfall, Tarshish would be free to expand 
its influence in the eastern Mediterranean region. On the other hand, Tyre’s 
fall could greatly hinder Tarshish, since ships from Tarshish needed access to 
an established harbor like Tyre to facilitate its trade (see Isa. 23:1). 
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VERSE 11 

He stretched out his hand over the sea; he made kingdoms 

tremble. The Lord has commanded that the Canaanite 

fortresses be destroyed. 

The real question for Tarshish and other nations was whether they would 
recognize that Tyre’s downfall was the work of the sovereign Lord God. 
While the sea might provide a protective buffer from invading armies, it 
could not stop the Lord’s decree of judgment. The same God who controlled 
the rise and fall of kings and empires also stretched out his hand over the 
sea. Here Isaiah may have been alluding to the Lord’s power in parting the 
sea to deliver the Israelites from the Egyptian pharaoh’s chariot army (see 
Ex. 14:21-28). Such a display of power over the sea made kingdoms tremble 
(“shook the kingdoms,” KJV), especially the kingdoms in the land of Canaan 
according to the testimony of Rahab in Jericho (see Josh. 2:8-11). 

Similarly, Isaiah’s declaration that the Lord commanded that the 
Canaanite fortresses be destroyed may hark back to the ancient directive 
in the Mosaic law given to the Israelites as they were about to enter the 
promised land to take possession of it (see Deut. 7:1-2). Further, the Lord 
told the Israelites in that day that while His judgment against the Canaanite 
cities and kingdoms would be accomplished over time, it was certain to occur 
(Deut. 7:22-23). Isaiah declared that God’s judgment against Tyre was still 
part of God’s plan to destroy sin’s strongholds. 

VERSE 12

He said, “You will not celebrate anymore, ravished young woman, 

daughter of Sidon. Get up and cross over to Cyprus—even there 

you will have no rest!”

The Phoenician (Canaanite) city of Sidon lay about twenty-five miles north 
of Tyre on the Mediterranean Sea coastline. Like its sister city, Sidon was 
a maritime commercial center that possessed great wealth and influence. 
In the days of the prophet Elijah (ninth century BC), Israel’s King Ahab 
married Jezebel, the daughter of Sidon’s king, to cement an unholy alliance 
between the two kingdoms. Sidon would eventually face God’s judgment as 
well. In that day, the city would not celebrate anymore. The Hebrew phrase 
translated ravished young woman (“oppressed virgin,” KJV; “oppressed 
virgin daughter,” ESV) depicts the panicked city as a young unmarried 
female having been beaten and raped. 

The Mediterranean island nation of Cyprus lay about one hundred and 
fifty miles northwest of Sidon. Isaiah described a scenario in which citizens 
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of Sidon and Tyre fled to the island in an effort to escape God’s judgment. 
However, their efforts to evade the Lord’s sovereign plan would not succeed. 
God’s hand of judgment would extend as far as was necessary. Even on the 
island of Cyprus the fleeing citizens would have no rest (“find no rest,” NIV).

We can count on God to oversee His world with justice. Many times, when 
we look around and see evil rulers getting their way or abusing others, we 
wonder why God allows such things to happen. We must remember that we 
do not see the whole picture as He does. He has assured us that He will hold 
all rulers and nations accountable to His holy standard. We may not see God 
work in the timing we desire, yet He is working according to His perfect timing.

GOD IS ACTIVE (Isa. 23:13-14)

VERSE 13

Look at the land of the Chaldeans—a people who no longer exist. 

Assyria destined it for desert creatures. They set up their siege 

towers and stripped its palaces. They made it a ruin. 

If the merchants and rulers of Tyre and Sidon still thought their cities would 
never fall, they needed only to consider recent history in the land of the 
Chaldeans [kal DEE uhnz]. This region, also known as Babylonia (after its 
capital city, Babylon), at times controlled much of the Middle East, including 
the land of Canaan. By Isaiah’s day, however, Assyria—the region located 
north of Babylonia—had defeated the Chaldeans and then began to project its 
dominance westward toward the kingdoms of Aram (Syria), Israel, and Judah. 
The Chaldeans thus no longer existed as a ruling power. Their major fortified 
cities had been destroyed; their palaces had been stripped of all valuables.

Isaiah pointed to Assyria’s defeat of the Chaldeans as evidence of God’s 
power in the affairs of His creation. The same fate that befell the Chaldeans 
awaited Tyre and Sidon. God used the Assyrians as His instrument of 
judgment against the Chaldeans. He would also use Assyria and succeeding 
empires as the instruments of His judgment against Tyre and Sidon.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Justice” on pages 947–948 in the Holman Illustrated 

Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How does the truth that God is just 

encourage believers? How does that truth make you thankful that He also 

is full of mercy? In what ways can (and should) believers be involved in 

promoting God’s justice in their communities?
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VERSE 14

Wail, ships of Tarshish, because your fortress is destroyed!

Isaiah repeated his call for wailing by the ships of Tarshish (see 23:1). The 
merchants of Tarshish and Tyre no doubt interacted on many occasions. They 
had much to gain as trading partners. However, when the fortress city of 
Tyre was destroyed, the ships of Tarshish would no longer have a safe harbor 
available to them on the eastern end of the Mediterranean Sea. 

We need to keep in mind that Isaiah’s judgment prophecies concerning 
the nations were also messages directed at God’s covenant people. Powerful 
and wicked nations may dominate the world scene for a time, but the Lord 
ultimately uses all of them to advance His holy purposes for His creation. 
God is ultimately in control, providentially directing kingdoms and nations 
according to His plan (see Acts 17:26). God is at work in the world even when 
we cannot fully grasp what He is doing. 

GOD IS HONORED (Isa. 23:15-18) 

VERSE 15

On that day Tyre will be forgotten for seventy years—the life 

span of one king. At the end of seventy years, what the song says 

about the prostitute will happen to Tyre:

The words on that day refer to the time of Tyre’s downfall by the Lord’s 
decree. From the prophet’s standpoint, the day would come at some 
unspecified time in the future. Isaiah was not revealing a specific calendar 
date but rather was declaring the divine certainty of Tyre’s coming judgment.

Evidence that God’s judgment had occurred would come in the form of 
Tyre’s being forgotten for seventy years—the lifespan of one king. The 
once proud, wealthy, influential city would become little more than a dim 
memory in the history books. Bible scholars have suggested several possible 
seventy-year periods that might have been the fulfillment of Isaiah’s 
prophecy. One suggestion relates to the period of Assyrian dominance in the 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Providence” on pages 1312–1313 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How does belief in God’s 

sovereignty over the nations help you identify His work in the world today? 

How are you personally encouraged by God’s sovereign providence?
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seventh century BC. Another proposal suggests that the period corresponds 
roughly with the seventy-year exile of God’s people following the destruction 
of Jerusalem in 586 BC. 

Isaiah further prophesied that one day Tyre would be restored. The 
prophet likened Tyre’s renewal to what the song says about the prostitute. 
He likely assumed that his original audience knew about this song. In any 
case, the prophet clarified his intended emphasis in the subsequent verse. 

VERSE 16

Pick up your lyre, stroll through the city, you forgotten prostitute. 

Play skillfully, sing many a song so that you will be remembered. 

To emphasize his point about Tyre’s future renewal, Isaiah quoted lines from 
the song mentioned in the previous verse. The phrase forgotten prostitute 
depicts a prostitute who could no longer attract customers, whether because 
of age, injuries, or some other circumstance. In the song, however, the 
prostitute is advised to stroll through the city, playing a lyre and singing 
many a song in order to prompt her former lovers to remember her.

Why would Isaiah use such a comparison to speak of Tyre’s renewal? 
Hebrew prophets sometimes connected the idea of sexual immorality with 
idolatry (see Hos. 4:12-14). As a Canaanite city, Tyre was filled with idolatry 
and pagan fertility rituals. The city would one day be decimated under God’s 
judgment and would no longer attract wealthy merchants and their ships 
from around the world. The city would become like a forgotten prostitute.

VERSE 17

And at the end of the seventy years, the Lord will restore Tyre 

and she will go back into business, prostituting herself with all 

the kingdoms of the world throughout the earth. 

Isaiah declared that at the end of the city’s period of being “forgotten” 
(seventy years), the Lord will restore Tyre. The prophet’s emphasis here 
remained on God’s sovereign control of history. The idea is that only the Lord 
in His judgment could bring down the mighty island-city; likewise, only 
He could say when (and if) Tyre would be able to go back into business 
(“turn to her hire,” KJV; return to her wages,” ESV; “return to her lucrative 
prostitution,” NIV). Interestingly, Isaiah prophesied that the city would 
revert to her former ways, prostituting herself with all the kingdoms of 
the world throughout the earth. 

Isaiah’s words prompt us to ask some serious questions. Are we sensitive 
to God’s hand in our lives? Do we ask Him to teach us His ways through both 

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



49Se ssion 4 :   God Reigns

tough times and times of blessing? As the writer of Hebrews urged, “Endure 
suffering as discipline: God is dealing with you as sons. … No discipline seems 
enjoyable at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it yields the peaceful 
fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it” (Heb. 12:7,11).

VERSE 18

But her profits and wages will be dedicated to the Lord. They 

will not be stored or saved, for her profit will go to those who 

live in the Lord’s presence, to provide them with ample food 

and sacred clothing. 

Isaiah foresaw that although a restored city of Tyre would return to her old 
materialistic ways, the Lord would sovereignly redirect her profits and 
wages (“her merchandise and her hire,” KJV) for His purposes. The Hebrew 
word rendered will be dedicated is actually a noun meaning “holy things” 
or “set-apart things.” In the Old Testament, the principle of holy war called 
for a city under God’s judgment to be “set apart to the Lord for destruction” 
(Josh. 6:17). The city’s monetary wealth was to be “dedicated to the Lord 
and … go into the Lord’s treasury” (Josh. 6:19). 

Tyre’s renewed wealth would not be stored or saved (“hoarded,” ESV) 
but rather would be used to provide … ample food and sacred clothing 
for the Lord’s priests in Jerusalem. Isaiah did not reveal how the Lord would 
fulfill this prophecy concerning Tyre. Perhaps it found partial fulfillment 
when Tyre and Sidon participated in the temple’s rebuilding in Ezra’s day (see 
Ezra 3:7). The prophet Haggai also spoke of a day when the wealth of nations 
would fill God’s house in Jerusalem with glory (Hag. 2:6-9). 

Scripture affirms that God controls the rise and fall of nations and powers. 
Further, He always acts justly, holding sinful people, rulers, and nations 
accountable. The good news is that in Jesus Christ, God has graciously 
provided sinners the way to be forgiven and restored to a new life of obedience 
and hope. May we as believers align ourselves with His sovereign purpose to 
take the gospel to all the nations and make disciples. To God be the glory!

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Gentiles” on page 630 in the Holman Illustrated 

Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. Note the apostle Paul’s burden 

to reach people of every ethnic group with the gospel. How would you 

characterize the level of your commitment to reach people of other 

ethnicities with the gospel? How could you strengthen that commitment?
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God Saves
God’s sovereign plan includes providing a way of salvation for those 

who believe in Him. 

I was born to Christian parents. Some of my oldest memories are of my mother 
telling me about Jesus. Not surprisingly, therefore, I became a follower of 
Christ at a young age and have lived in that relationship ever since—not 
perfectly, but consistently. The older I get, the more clearly I see that this 
is the new life God wants for everyone. The rightness of God’s salvation in 
Christ becomes more evident as believers live in obedience to Him.

Not everyone, of course, grows up in the same environment that I did 
or has loving Christian parents who teach their child the good news of 
Jesus Christ. Knowing that reality, the Christian-based university where 
I teach began offering the opportunity for qualifying inmates at a nearby 
correctional institution to earn a two-year educational degree. Upon 
completion of the degree, some inmates are allowed to work as assistants in 
the university chaplain’s office. 

One female inmate who completed the degree program gave an amazing 
testimony of how God had worked in her life and had begun to work through 
her to reach other inmates. She told of announcing boldly to a group that 
they too could trust the Lord to take care of them. When one of the other 
inmates challenged her to tell one specific thing the Lord had ever done for 
her, she replied, “He saved me from cancer and got me off of drugs.” She 
went on to explain that when she entered the prison system a medical exam 
revealed the presence of a tumor. With surgery and treatment, the cancer 
threat was removed. She explained further that her incarceration cut off 
access to illicit drugs and, with counseling, enabled her to get clean and stay 
clean. She insisted that the Lord had worked these miracles in her life.

This session drawn from Isaiah 25:1-10a focuses on a great day of salvation 
that is coming for all nations. The prophet Isaiah foresaw a day when nations 
of people will gather to celebrate God’s salvation at a great feast. There will 
be no tears of sorrow on that day because the Lord will have done away with 
death. He will comfort His people and remove their disgrace forever. Isaiah’s 
prophecy is echoed in the New Testament and emphasizes that God’s 
sovereign plan includes providing a way of salvation for those who believe.

Session 5   |   Isaiah 25:1-10a
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 24:1–27:13

In chapters 13–23, Isaiah announced judgment oracles against various 
nations that surrounded Judah. God was sovereign over these kingdoms 
whether they realized it or not; He would hold them to account in His 
perfect timing. 

Bible interpreters have sometimes described chapters 24–27 as an 
apocalyptic section because of its language and style. The language and 
themes in this section resemble other apocalyptic materials in Scripture 
such as the Book of Revelation. In 24:1-3, Isaiah described a day when God 
would judge the earth, devastating it and judging its inhabitants no matter 
what their status. People had offended God with their wickedness, and He 
would bring mourning and lamentation to all (24:4-13). At the same time, 
God’s faithful people would see in His judgment against evil their coming 
salvation (24:14-16). The judgment of the world meant their salvation was 
near. Meanwhile, only panic and doom lay ahead for those who tried to escape 
(24:17-18). The earth would be completely devastated and would fall, never to 
rise again (24:19-20). God’s judgment would extend to the leaders of earth; 
even the heavenly host would be put to shame before God’s glory (24:21-23).

Isaiah said that on that great day of salvation, many people would praise 
God for His great works (25:1-5). He had proven Himself a stronghold for the 
needy in their time of distress. God’s salvation included a great banquet for 
all His people on His holy mountain (25:6). Further, God would destroy the 
burial shroud and the sheet that covered all the nations, opening fellowship 
to Him and destroying death and sorrow forever (25:7-9). Meanwhile, nearby 
rebellious Moab would face God’s judgment (25:10-12). 

Isaiah said further that on that day God’s people would sing a great song 
of victory (26:1-6). God would keep the one who trusted Him in perfect 
peace, and Isaiah encouraged people to trust in the Lord forever.

Isaiah looked ahead to the day when God would vindicate His people 
(26:7-18). God’s people desired that His name and fame fill the earth. They 
longed to see God vindicate their cause, judge His enemies, and bring peace. 
God’s people also recounted their own past helplessness before their enemies. 
God responded with words of great hope (26:19-21). 

Then the prophet described the destruction of Leviathan—a creature 
that many interpreters believe designates Satan (27:1-2). God would bring 
the forces of evil to an end forever. On that day, the Lord would celebrate the 
salvation of His people, whom He described as a beautiful vineyard under 
his care (27:2-6). 
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God then clarified the situation regarding Israel’s judgment (27:7-11). He 
did not ultimately destroy Israel, although He disciplined the people because 
of their rebellion. However, Isaiah described a day when God would gather 
His people once again (27:12). Even those scattered as far away as Assyria 
and Egypt would return to the promised land, where they would worship the 
Lord on His holy mountain (27:13).  

EXPLORE THE TEXT 

SINGING PRAISE (Isa. 25:1-5) 

In chapter 24, Isaiah painted a dramatic word picture of God’s judgment on 
the earth. Yet he ended the chapter by proclaiming that the result of the 
judgment would “display his glory in the presence of his elders” (24:23). In 
other words, God’s judgment would pave the way for the salvation of His 
people. Isaiah responded to that vision with a song of celebration and praise. 

VERSE 1

Lord, you are my God; I will exalt you. I will praise your name, 

for you have accomplished wonders, plans formed long ago, with 

perfect faithfulness. 

The Hebrew word translated Lord is sometimes rendered “Yahweh” 
[YAH weh]. It is the covenant name God revealed to Moses at the burning 
bush (Ex. 3:14), a name built on the Hebrew verb that can mean both “I am” 
and “I cause to be.” Thus, the name emphasizes both God’s all-encompassing 
presence with His people as well as His sovereignty as Creator of everything. 
It was no slip of the tongue, therefore, when Jesus referred to His oneness 
with the Father by telling a group of Jewish accusers, “Truly I tell you, before 
Abraham was, I am” (John 8:58). Jesus fulfilled the Isaiah prophecy that the 
Messiah would truly be Immanuel—God with us (Isa. 7:14; Matt. 1:23). 

With the words you are my God, Isaiah expressed the commitment of 
every true believer. Salvation is above all a personal and exclusive relationship 
with the Lord God through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. It is personal in 
the sense that God accepts every believer into His family not on the basis of 
works but on the basis of His grace, love, and forgiveness. It is exclusive in 
that the believer worships only the one true God and nothing (or no one) else. 

Isaiah described his response to God in terms of worship. The Hebrew 
word rendered exalt means “to lift up.” The emphasis is on recognizing and 
speaking about the Lord in the most lofty terms imaginable. He is unique, one 
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of a kind, above and beyond any rival. The phrase rendered praise your name 
contains the elements of worship and thanksgiving. When we as believers 
praise the Lord, we acknowledge Him as the ultimate source of all good things 
we enjoy (2 Cor. 4:17; Jas. 1:17). Further, we are able to praise God not only for 
His blessings but also for the trials and suffering we face. Why? Because God 
works in and through the times of His judgment on a fallen world to bring 
about His people’s complete redemption. This is why Isaiah could follow the 
terrifying word of judgment in chapter 24 with a song of praise in chapter 25.

Isaiah affirmed that the Lord God possessed an unparalleled track 
record of accomplishing wonders (“wonderful things,” KJV; ESV; NIV). 
This Hebrew word often points to miraculous events in Israel’s past such as 
the Israelites’ exodus from slavery in Egypt (see Deut. 6:22; Ps. 77:14-15). 
The same God who did not fail to deliver His people from Egypt in the past 
could be counted on in Isaiah’s day (and our day) to work His miracles in all 
circumstances “for the good of those who love God, who are called according 
to his purpose” (Rom. 8:28). 

Indeed, the expression plans formed long ago (“counsels of old,” KJV; 
“things planned long ago,” NIV) is a reminder that God already knows the 
end from the beginning. From the creation of the world He knew that He 
would one day send the sinless Son of God into the world on a mission of 
salvation. He knew this mission would involve Jesus’ voluntary, sacrificial 
death on the cross for sinners. He planned ahead of time that He would 
raise Jesus from the dead; call the church into being to proclaim the gospel 
of this victorious, life-giving Lord; and one day send Christ back to gather 
all believers of every tribe, tongue, nation, and people into His everlasting 
kingdom. It is a wonder in itself that Isaiah, from his vantage point in eighth-
century BC Jerusalem, could declare that God had accomplished and would 
accomplish with perfect faithfulness (“faithful and sure,” ESV) all of His 
plans for His people—past, present, and future!

VERSE 2

For you have turned the city into a pile of rocks, a fortified city, 

into ruins; the fortress of barbarians is no longer a city; it will 

never be rebuilt. 

Isaiah then described a specific example of God’s powerful acts of judgment 
in the past: you have turned the city into a pile of rocks (“heap,” KJV; 
ESV; “heap of rubble,” NIV). While the prophet did not name a particular 
city, the additional words fortified city suggest he had in mind a great walled 
city such as Jericho. The Israelites’ conquest of Jericho in the days of Joshua 
happened only because the Lord caused the walls to collapse (Josh. 6:2-5).
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There were other fortified cities standing throughout the ancient world. 
Many of these cities garnered reputations for wickedness and dependence 
on human might alone. The expression fortress of barbarians (“palace of 
strangers,” KJV; “foreigners’ stronghold,” NIV) makes clear that Isaiah had 
in mind the great cities dominated by kings and people who opposed God 
and His purposes. The citizens of those cities might think they were secure 
behind their walls, but such defenses were powerless against the righteous 
judgment of the living God. Like Jericho in the past, all such bastions of 
wickedness in Isaiah’s day (and in the end times) would crumble into ruins. 
The phrases no longer a city and never be rebuilt also hark back to the 
curse God imposed on the city of Jericho after its destruction (Josh. 6:26). 
The fate of everlasting destruction ultimately awaits all of the strongholds 
of wickedness and rebellion against God. Isaiah’s point in this section was 
not to gloat over others but rather to stimulate genuine praise of God for His 
power and justice.

VERSE 3

Therefore, a strong people will honor you. The cities of violent 

nations will fear you. 

This verse likely reflects the feature of Hebrew parallelism. That is, the 
phrase  a strong people is parallel in meaning to the phrase cities of violent 
nations (“terrible nations,” KJV; “ruthless nations,” ESV; NIV). Likewise, the 
words will honor are parallel in meaning to will fear. Thus, the prophet 
did not suddenly switch from talking about cities filled with “barbarians” 
(unbelievers) in the previous verse to talking about believers in this verse. 
Instead, Isaiah was declaring that even the strongest and most violent of 
God’s enemies would one day be forced to admit they were (and are) no 
match for the Lord Almighty! 

The Hebrew word rendered honor refers literally to weightiness. By 
extension it refers to self-evident authority and majesty. Similarly, the word 
rendered fear can refer to an emotional response toward God from reverence 
(see Prov. 9:10) to sheer terror (see Heb. 10:31). In either case, those who 
see the power of God exercised in His judgment against sin cannot help but 
acknowledge His sovereignty. 

The apostle Paul foresaw a day when every knee would bow to the Lord 
Jesus Christ and every tongue would confess His lordship (Phil. 2:10-11). 
What a privilege that we as believers already know Him as our Savior and 
Lord and bow before Him in honor and awe! How frightening it will be, 
however, for those who bow the knee to the one true God only in the face of 
His terrible judgment!    
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VERSE 4a

For you have been a stronghold for the poor person, a stronghold 

for the needy in his distress, a refuge from storms and a shade 

from heat.  

The Lord who can hold accountable His enemies also is able to provide 
security to the vulnerable and downtrodden. First, Isaiah described the Lord 
as a stronghold for the poor person and for the needy … in distress. 
The Hebrew word translated stronghold comes from a root word meaning 
“strength.” It emphasizes the ideas of security and safety. Those who have very 
little in terms of money or material possessions often lack a sense of security 
about life. They may not know from what source their next meal will come or 
where they can find shelter for the night or a place to call home. Without these 
basics, the poor and needy are vulnerable to all kinds of threats—from diseases 
to predators. Further, they may be filled with distress, a sense of hopelessness 
and despair. Yet, Isaiah declared that the Lord had shown Himself to be their 
advocate, their provider, and their strong wall of defense.

Second, Isaiah used two images from nature to describe God’s power to 
provide for and protect the most vulnerable of His people. He described the 
Lord as a refuge from storms and a shade from heat. People who lived in 
the ancient Near East would have been all too familiar with the lightning-
quick danger of an unexpected thunderstorm. In just a few minutes the 
powerful storm could turn a dry creekbed into a raging torrent that sweeps 
away houses, livestock, and people. 

Just as dangerous as the threat of storms was the searing, relentless heat 
of the sun, especially during dry seasons. The prophet Jonah experienced this 
type of threat as he waited impatiently for the Lord to bring down vengeance 
on the city of Nineveh (Jonah 4:6-8). In Israel’s hot summers even today, 
finding a shady place can be very important as protection against triple-
digit temperatures. Isaiah declared that the Lord is able to protect His people 
against both of these threats. He had been a refuge and a shade for His people 
in the past, and He would continue to protect them (and us) in the future.

VERSES 4b-5

When the breath of the violent is like a storm against a wall, 

like heat in a dry land, you will subdue the uproar of barbarians. 

As the shade of a cloud cools the heat of the day, so he will silence 

the song of the violent.

Isaiah also mentioned the danger sometimes posed to God’s people by 
foreign invaders. He described the threat as the breath of the violent 
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(“the terrible,” KJV; “the ruthless,” ESV; NIV) and compared it to a storm 
slamming against a wall or the relentless, daily heat that parches an already 
dry land. In other words, God’s people are not immune from the effects 
of upheaval and chaos when God’s temporal judgments sweep through the 
world. On the other hand, God’s sure promise was (and is) to provide for and 
protect His people even in the midst of the storms of judgment. 

In this respect, Isaiah declared that the Lord would subdue the uproar of 
barbarians  and silence the song of the violent. The Hebrew verb rendered 
subdue can also mean “to humble” or “to be brought into subjection.” The 
emphasis is that while foreign oppressors might cause suffering among God’s 
people, their actions would always be under the Lord’s control. Similarly, the 
Hebrew word translated silence (“be brought low,” KJV; “put down,” ESV; 
“is stilled,” NIV) can also mean “to answer” or “to diminish.” The prophet 
affirmed that in times of upheaval, the Lord would be a refuge for His people. 
He would be like the shade of a cloud for them in the heat of the day. 

Scripture is filled with examples of how God provided for and protected 
His people during times of upheaval. He saved Noah’s family from the 
worldwide flood (Gen. 7:2). He protected Job by limiting what Satan could do 
in testing this man’s faith in God (Job 1:12; 2:6). But most importantly, God 
has brought under subjection the power of sin and death. In Jesus Christ, He 
has silenced forever the enemy’s accusations against all who trust in Him.

FEASTING TOGETHER (Isa. 25:6-8)

In verses 6-8, Isaiah foresaw a great feast to be enjoyed by all people groups 
celebrating God’s reign. This reign would include the defeat of death, leading 
to everlasting joy for those who follow Him.

VERSE 6

On this mountain, the Lord of Armies will prepare for all the 

peoples a feast of choice meat, a feast with aged wine, prime cuts 

of choice meat, fine vintage wine.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Poor, Orphan, Widow” on pages 1282–1283 of the 

Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. Why do you think 

God is so concerned about the poor and vulnerable among His people? 

How does your church seek to be a stronghold for the poor and needy?
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The words this mountain designate Jerusalem—specifically, the temple 
mount, the place where God chose to place His name and receive Israel’s 
worship. Isaiah had previously revealed a prophetic vision of the last days 
when nations would stream to the temple mount in Jerusalem and learn 
of the Lord and His ways. At that time, God would settle disputes among 
peoples so that the nations would no longer wage wars against one another 
(see Isa. 2:1-4). Here in 25:6, the prophet declared a similar message.

The designation Lord of Armies (“Lord of Hosts,” KJV; ESV; “Lord 
Almighty,” NIV) highlights at least two important facts about God. First, it 
emphasizes that God is Yahweh, the Lord, who delivered the people of Israel 
from Egyptian bondage and entered into a covenant with them in which He 
would be their only God and they would be His holy people (see Ex. 19:3-6). 
Second, the title stresses God’s sovereignty. He is Commander-in-chief not 
only of Israel’s armies but also of His armies of angels and the very stars of 
heaven. All of these armies are at His command to bring about His eternal will.

Isaiah declared that this all-powerful and forever faithful God would one 
day prepare for all the peoples a feast. That day would be the culmination 
of His salvation for all who trust in Him. The feast-goers would no doubt 
include the poor and needy who found refuge in the Lord (see Isa. 25:4). 
Included also would be those who suffered during the upheavals of judgment 
on the wicked but faithfully trusted in the Lord as their protector (25:5). 
Now these believers would be treated to the finest feast imaginable! 

The phrase choice meat (“fat things,” KJV; “rich food,” ESV; NIV) refers 
to the meat taken only from well-fed animals; it was generally reserved for 
the finest banquets. At the Lord’s banquet, however, the menu would be even 
more spectacular. The main course would consist of prime cuts of choice 
meat. In other words, it was nothing short of the best cuts of the best meat. 
And as for their choice of drink at the feast, feast-goers could expect nothing 
less than aged wine of the finest vintage. Isaiah was stressing the great care 
that God, as the banquet host, would take to bless His redeemed people.

VERSE 7

On this mountain he will destroy the burial shroud, the shroud 

over all the peoples, the sheet covering all the nations;

Isaiah again stressed the place of God’s salvation: on this mountain. 
Verse 7 highlights how God will break down barriers to direct fellowship with 
Him. He will destroy (“swallow up,” ESV) the burial shroud that blankets 
all the peoples. Isaiah further described the shroud as a sheet (“veil,” ESV) 
covering all the nations. The image of the shroud, or veil,  is used here as a 
figurative reference to sin as a barrier to fellowship with God. However, the 
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day of God’s salvation will bring the removal of all barriers to fellowship so 
that people will know God fully (see 2 Cor. 3:16-18). 

VERSE 8

he will destroy death forever. The Lord God will wipe away the 

tears from every face and remove his people’s disgrace from the 

whole earth, for the Lord has spoken. 

The Lord plans to do more than prepare a lavish feast and remove barriers 
to fellowship. He also will destroy death forever. Sin’s entry into the world 
brought death into the human family, but God accomplished ultimate victory 
over sin and the grave through Jesus’ death and resurrection. The assuring 
words the Lord God will wipe away the tears from every face remind us 
of the apostle John’s promise as he saw a vision of the new Jerusalem. John 
assured believers that one day tears of grief will cease forever (see Rev. 21:4). 

Isaiah foresaw also that the Lord will remove his people’s disgrace 
in that day. The word translated disgrace (“rebuke,” KJV; “reproach,” ESV) 
may refer to the misery experienced when God’s people were oppressed by 
pagan nations. The words for the Lord has spoken end verse 8 on a note 
of assurance. Believers can live confidently whether in times of peace or 
upheaval, knowing that the sovereign Lord will bring about His perfect 
purposes. Not even death can prevent the risen, victorious Christ from 
gathering His people from every tribe, tongue, people, and nation to join in 
the great marriage feast of the Lamb (see Rev. 19:6-9).

TRUSTING GOD (Isa. 25:9-10a) 

VERSE 9

On that day it will be said, “Look, this is our God; we have waited 

for him, and he has saved us. This is the Lord; we have waited for 

him. Let us rejoice and be glad in his salvation.”

The phrase that day designates the time of God’s salvation. The words look, 
this is our God communicate the passionate excitement of redeemed people 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Scan Isaiah 2:1-4; 11:1-10; 65:17-25. How do passages like these, along 

with 25:6-8 give you hope for the future and confidence for the present? 

How does God’s care for His people display itself in all of these passages?
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who at last will celebrate the day of salvation. The words we have waited for 
him denote the people’s hopeful and confident anticipation of God’s work. 
Biblical hope is not mere wishful thinking; rather, it is confident assurance 
that is based on faith in God (see Heb. 11:1). The great day of God’s salvation 
will show that His sovereign plan was (and is) true. 

The prophet repeated the good news—this is the Lord; we have waited 
for him. Again, the idea of God’s coming as the fulfillment of His people’s 
confident hope rang in these words. The expression let us rejoice and be 
glad closely parallels the sentiment of Psalm 118:24. In that verse, the 
psalmist encouraged God’s people to rejoice and be glad in the day God had 
made. Isaiah called on God’s people to especially rejoice and be glad in the 
day that would completely reveal his salvation.

VERSE 10a

For the Lord’s power will rest on this mountain. 

Isaiah concluded his proclamation of God’s salvation by affirming the Lord’s 
power will rest on this mountain. Three times in Isaiah 25:6-10, the 
prophet referred to the mountain of God, the temple mount, and Jerusalem. 
The expression the Lord’s power (“the hand of the Lord,” KJV; ESV; NIV) 
describes God’s care over His people, and here indicates the fulfillment of 
His sovereign purposes. 

 The Bible declares in its overall message that human history is going 
somewhere. It has a destiny, a goal, an end point. Further, the Bible assures 
us as believers that on the day the Lord Jesus returns in glory, all will see 
His coming; every knee will bow to Him (Phil. 2:10; Rev. 1:7). On that day, 
God’s people will praise Him and celebrate with Him. He will save His people 
forever in accordance with His sovereign plan.

One of the most exciting aspects of God’s sovereignty is that He invites us 
to be a part of His plan. The Bible assures us that as we align ourselves with 
God’s purposes, we step into our destiny and embrace the life God calls each 
of us to live. As we do, He will direct our lives according to His sovereign plan.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Salvation” on pages 1403–1404 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. Do you generally think of 

God’s salvation more in physical terms (healing, rescue from danger) or 

spiritual terms (forgiveness, everlasting life)? How does living in light of 

God’s salvation impact the way you live daily?
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God Protects
God is able to protect His people from enemies. 

The Bible contains many examples of God using ordinary people to 
accomplish extraordinary things. Abraham left all that was familiar to him 
to go to a land God promised to show him (Gen. 12:1-3). Ruth cast her lot 
with God’s people although she was a Moabite by birth (Ruth 1:16-17). The 
prophet Daniel found himself in exile in Babylon but remained faithful to 
God in spite of dangers and opposition. As a result, God used Daniel for much 
greater things—interpreting a king’s dreams, pronouncing judgment against 
another king, and experiencing deliverance from a den of lions (Dan. 2; 
4–6). Esther grew up as a humble Jewish girl under Persian rule, yet through 
circumstances only God could have planned, Esther became queen of Persia 
(Esth. 2:17). The prophet Jeremiah brought God’s message to a wayward 
people during the kingdom of Judah’s final days (Jer. 15:1-4; 26:1-6).

God protected His people from their enemies as they embraced His 
purpose. When invaders captured Abraham’s nephew Lot, Abraham pursued 
the invaders, defeated them, and rescued Lot (Gen. 14:11-16). The Lord 
provided for Ruth’s protection through Boaz, who eventually became her 
husband (Ruth 2:1-13).  When King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon planned to 
kill all of Babylon’s wise men, the Lord gave Daniel insight to interpret the 
king’s dream and thus rescue himself and others (Dan. 2:17-24).  The Lord 
protected Esther and her people from Haman, a Persian official who sought 
to exterminate the Jewish people (Esth. 3:5-6). The Lord also intervened 
on numerous occasions to protect Jeremiah from those who opposed his 
proclamations of coming judgment (Jer. 26:11,24; 38:4). These men and 
women of God faced danger, but as they embraced God’s purposes they also 
experienced God’s protection. 

During the prophet Isaiah’s time, Judah’s kings often faced an important 
decision: Would they choose to trust in God for their security, or would they 
trust in alliances with other nations? Sometimes the kings chose wisely; 
at other times they did not. This session’s Bible passage focuses on God’s 
warning to His people not to trust in an alliance with Egypt against the 
threat of Assyria. The session emphasizes that God is fully able to protect 
His people from their enemies.

Session 6   |   Isaiah 31:1-9
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 28:1–33:24 

In chapters 28–33, Isaiah delivered a series of woe-oracles against the two 
kingdoms of God’s covenant people, the Northern Kingdom of Israel and the 
Southern Kingdom of Judah. Beginning in 28:1, Isaiah pronounced an oracle 
specifically against Ephraim, another name for the Northern Kingdom of 
Israel. Thus, the oracle can be dated at some time prior to 722 BC, the year 
that Assyria destroyed the Northern Kingdom and its capital city of Samaria 
(see 2 Kings 17:1-6). Although the Northern Kingdom was still intact when 
Isaiah proclaimed this oracle, the kingdom was fading fast and would soon 
face God’s judgment. The people had become very shallow, with an infantile 
level of spiritual understanding (28:7-13). 

Beginning in 28:14, Isaiah included the leaders of the Southern Kingdom 
in his oracle as well. God’s people thought they had made themselves secure 
by their ingenuity (28:14-22). They believed they had made a covenant with 
death so that all catastrophe would pass them by! However, God declared 
through His prophet that justice and righteousness would prevail as He 
swept away every false place of refuge. Only the Lord could rescue His 
people. God compared His counsel to a farmer’s situation (28:23-29). Just as 
He taught the farmer the order of the agricultural seasons, He also had given 
His people the way they needed to live as His covenant people.

Isaiah further warned God’s people about living as though nothing was 
amiss (29:1-4). The Lord would bring the nations against His people, and 
they would not escape (29:5-8). Isaiah decried the deep spiritual stupor that 
rested on the people (29:9-16). They found themselves unable to receive 
God’s instruction, and honored Him with lip-service only. They thought they 
had hidden their plans from the Lord, but He saw everything. Isaiah pointed 
God’s people to a future time when they would see God for who He is and 
recognize His power behind their redemption (29:17-24).

The Lord then pronounced woe against His rebellious children who 
trusted in Egypt for deliverance rather than trusting in Him (30:1-17). Their 
faith in Egypt would result in shame and painful judgment. At the same 
time, Isaiah stressed that the Lord was waiting to show His people mercy 
and compassion if they would repent (30:18-26).  God would bring judgment 
on Assyria and would rescue His people (30:27-33). 

Isaiah again confronted the people for choosing to trust in Egypt’s power 
rather than in God’s power (31:1-5). The prophet urged God’s people to turn 
back to the Lord and reject idols (31:6-9). He foretold a wondrous day when 
God would bring a righteous king to rule His people (32:1-8). Isaiah also 

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



62 E        B  

challenged the complacency among God’s people (32:9-20). He challenged 
the people to mourn and turn back to God, awaiting His Spirit’s help. 

Isaiah closed this section with a message of hope that after judgment 
would come hope and redemption (33:1-24). Assyria would act as God’s 
instrument of punishment but would itself face God’s judgment in the end. 
Further, those who saw God’s glory would recognize their own sinfulness 
and fear God’s judgment. Eventually a great day of God’s restoration would 
come when the people of God would see their King and forget their past 
oppression. They would see Jerusalem standing in beauty and security, for 
the Lord Himself would reign over them. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT 

FALSE HOPE (Isa. 31:1-3) 

In Isaiah 30:1-5, Isaiah warned God’s people not to put their hopes in an 
alliance with Egypt to fend off the Assyrian threat. The prophet reiterated 
this warning in 31:1-3, emphasizing that the Lord, not Egyptian military 
might, was the only sure hope for God’s people. 

VERSE 1

Woe to those who go down to Egypt for help and who depend on 

horses! They trust in the abundance of chariots and in the large 

number of horsemen. They do not look to the Holy One of Israel 

and they do not seek the Lord.

Isaiah often used the word woe to denounce individuals or groups who 
practiced ungodly actions (see 5:8,11,18,20,21,22; 30:1). The expression 
those who go down to Egypt for help likely referred to official delegations 
sent by the kings of Israel or Judah to seek terms of a strategic alliance with 
Egypt against an even greater threat, Assyria. In 2 Kings 20:12-18 (see also 
Isa. 39:1-7), the king of Babylon sent a similar delegation to Jerusalem (at 
a later time) for much the same purpose. In both cases, the Lord condemned 
such actions as a lack of faith in His sovereign power to protect His people. 

Instead of trusting in the Lord, God’s people chose to depend on horses.  
The Hebrew word rendered depend on literally means “to lean on.” It appears 
in Proverbs 3:5 as an exhortation for God’s people to trust in the Lord and 
not lean on their own understanding. Further, God’s people chose to trust 
in Egypt’s abundance of chariots and in the large number of horsemen. 
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How ironic that Israel’s leaders forgot (or ignored the fact) the Lord had once 
destroyed the Pharaoh’s entire army of chariots and horsemen in the depths 
of the Red Sea (Ex. 14:23-28)! Isaiah must have been horrified that in his day 
the leaders of God’s people would not immediately look to the Holy One of 
Israel. Indeed, those leaders refused even to seek the Lord. The Hebrew 
word translated look to can also mean “have regard for” (see Gen. 4:4-5). 
Evidently, the leaders of God’s people never considered asking for help from 
the One who had promised in the covenant to be with and protect them. The 
verb rendered seek describes making a careful investigation into a matter. 
None of Israel’s leaders thought to pray about their situation or consult with 
God’s prophets such as Isaiah. 

Having faith does not mean that we believe in something just so that we can 
say we have faith. Rather, it means that we put our confidence in something 
or someone who has the ability to help us. In Isaiah’s day, God’s people were 
putting their faith in a false hope: Egypt’s military. Isaiah reminded them 
(and us) that the Lord is His people’s one true and unfailing hope. 

VERSE 2

But he also is wise and brings disaster. He does not go back on 

what he says; he will rise up against the house of the wicked and 

against the allies of evildoers.

The words he also is wise refer to the Lord. God’s wisdom infinitely exceeds 
any and all human rulers. Isaiah warned that disaster (“evil,” KJV) awaits 
all who put themselves in place of God or oppose Him, including rulers such 
as the Egyptian pharaoh. It therefore did not (and does not) make sense for 
God’s people to put their trust in human rulers ultimately destined for defeat. 

The statement that God does not go back on what he says emphasizes 
the Lord’s unchanging character and purpose. Malachi, the last writing 
prophet of the Old Testament, declared that God’s people could thank 
the Lord’s unchanging nature for their very survival (Mal. 3:6). The New 
Testament writer of Hebrews also emphasized God’s unchanging nature, 
reminding Christians in his day that “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, 
today, and forever” (Heb. 13:8). Today, we as believers also can (and should) 
trust the Lord to act consistently according to His unchanging nature. 

As a consequence of the Lord’s unchanging nature, God’s people could 
count on His rising up against the house of the wicked in every generation, 
not just in the past. The Egypt of Isaiah’s day was no less accountable to 
God for its wickedness and idolatry than it was in the days of the exodus. 
Moreover, those who aligned themselves with Egypt were nothing less than 
allies of evildoers (“helpers of those who work iniquity,” ESV). The leaders of 
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Israel were mistaken if they thought they could make an alliance with Egypt 
yet somehow escape any consequences when that nation buckled beneath 
crippling blows from Assyria, God’s instrument of judgment. Indeed, when the 
Assyrians marched on Jerusalem during the reign of Hezekiah, an Assyrian 
spokesman scoffed publicly at the king’s reliance on Egypt (Isa. 36:4-6). 

VERSE 3

Egyptians are men, not God; their horses are flesh, not spirit. 

When the Lord raises his hand to strike, the helper will stumble 

and the one who is helped will fall; both will perish together.

Isaiah’s words Egyptians are men, not God highlighted the sharp 
distinctions present in the king of Judah’s choice—whether to trust in 
human might over the proven power of Almighty God. Had the king not 
learned anything from the history of the Israelites’ exodus from Egypt? And 
what about the accounts of God’s miraculous interventions on behalf of His 
people during the conquest of the promised land? Did these events not prove 
categorically the Lord’s sovereign power over His enemies? Surely they did! 

The mention of Egypt’s horses likely was in reference to the pharaoh’s 
chariot forces. God’s law specifically warned Israel’s kings not to trust in the 
power of horses or to “send the people back to Egypt to acquire many horses” 
(Deut. 17:16). Isaiah’s statement that horses are flesh, not spirit may be 
a veiled reference to the Lord’s destruction of the pharaoh’s chariot forces 
in the Red Sea (see Ex. 14–15). The Hebrew word rendered spirit (Hebrew, 
ruach) in Isaiah 31:3 can also mean “breath” or “wind.” In fact, the same 
term appears twice in the Israelites’ victory song following their Red Sea 
deliverance, once in Exodus 15:8—“The water heaped up at the blast [ruach] 
from your nostrils”—and again in 15:10—“But you blew with your breath 
[ruach], and the sea covered [the pharaoh’s chariot forces].” 

Isaiah went on to describe what happens when the Lord raises his 
hand to strike. The words to strike do not appear in the original Hebrew 
text but are implied by the context. That is, Isaiah warned the leaders of 
Judah that an alliance with Egypt would not only be powerless against the 
Lord’s purposes (judgment) but also would guarantee Judah’s sharing in 
the calamity. Both the helper (Egypt) and the one who is helped (Judah) 
would perish together.

The military alliance between the two kingdoms would profit neither of 
them. God had decided to use Assyria to bring disciplinary judgment on 
His people. At the same time, He would use Assyria to judge Egypt for its 
idolatry and wickedness. No matter how strong this alliance might seem, 
God’s purposes were unstoppable.
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Trusting in human power rather than in God’s power ultimately ends in 
defeat no matter the time or situation. To be sure, today we are blessed to be 
able to trust our spouses, friends, and church leaders. Nonetheless, we must 
remember that our ultimate trust must remain in the Lord.

We often use the term hope in our day in the sense of wishful thinking. 
For example, we say that we hope to have nice weather tomorrow and we 
hope that our children make good friends or find good spouses. However, 
biblical hope is confidence based upon the expectation of God’s fulfilling His 
promises (see Heb. 11:1; 1 John 3:3). Biblical hope must always rest in God.

TRUE FAITHFULNESS (Isa. 31:4-5)

In 31:1-3, Isaiah denounced Judah’s alliance with Egypt as a false hope. In 
verses 4-5, he went on to declare the source of true faithfulness—a feature 
God’s people needed in their fight against Assyria.

VERSE 4

For this is what the Lord said to me: As a lion or young lion 

growls over its prey when a band of shepherds is called out 

against it, and is not terrified by their shouting or subdued by 

their noise, so the Lord of Armies will come down to fight on 

Mount Zion and on its hill. 

The words this is what the Lord said to me reflect the fact that Isaiah 
functioned as God’s messenger. What Isaiah presented were not his opinions 
but the precise words God had told him. Israelite prophets were held accountable 
to speak only the messages God gave them to say, and likewise the people 
were accountable to hear and obey faithful prophets (see Deut. 18:18-22). 
Sometimes, however, faithful prophets faced persecution from Judah’s 
leaders for telling an unwelcome, albeit truthful, message (Jer. 26:7-11).

Isaiah said the Lord’s impending intercession on behalf of His people 
would be as a lion or young lion growls over its prey. The prophet 
described a situation in which a lion brought down a stray sheep or goat from 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read Exodus 15:1-18, noting that the passage is a song written about 

Israel’s deliverance at the Red Sea. What are a few of your favorite songs 

that remind you of God’s faithfulness and power to watch over His people? 

What Scripture passages have bolstered your faith in a recent time of trial?
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a herd. Suddenly a band of shepherds rushed toward the scene to rescue 
the animal or—in the event they were too late—to retrieve what remained 
of the carcass. Undeterred by the shepherds’ shouting and noise, however, 
the lion stood its ground and refused to surrender its prey.

Isaiah then applied the analogy to Judah’s situation. It did not matter 
how many “shepherds” joined the alliance to fight against Assyria, because 
the Lord of Armies (the Lord of hosts,” KJV; ESV; “Lord Almighty,” NIV) 
was the dominant (sovereign) power engaged in this act of judgment. He 
would come down to fight on Mount Zion (Jerusalem) and on its hill (the 
temple mount). God’s people needed to trust in Him and not in the power of 
outside military alliances.  

VERSE 5

Like hovering birds, so the Lord of Armies will protect 

Jerusalem; by protecting it, he will rescue it; by passing over it, 

he will deliver it. 

Isaiah further compared the Lord’s ability to protect His people to hovering 
birds (“birds flying,” KJV; “birds hovering overhead,” NIV). The imagery 
likely depicts the practice of birds of prey continuously hovering over a kill 
or a pair of mating birds remaining close to their nest to protect young 
hatchlings. Isaiah declared that in a similar way the Lord of Armies would 
not fail to protect Jerusalem. He had chosen to place His name (presence) 
there in the form of the ark of the covenant, and He would protect His honor. 

Isaiah described God’s protection of Jerusalem by saying by protecting 
it, he will rescue it. He also added the parallel statement by passing over it, 
he will deliver it. These two statements emphasize a logical progression in 
God’s work among His people. First, He protected them from their enemies. 
Once He had subdued their enemies, He could rescue them. He also first 
moved to spare the city from enemy attack, but once He had done so, He was 
in a position to bring deliverance. 

The Lord remains faithful to His people even when they are not faithful 
to Him. The apostle Paul wrote to his missionary coworker Timothy that 
if believers prove to be faithless, the Lord nevertheless “remains faithful, 
for he cannot deny himself” (2 Tim. 2:13). Passages such as this one do not 
teach that we as believers can be faithless toward God without consequence. 
Rather, such passages teach that God’s faithfulness is perfect and unbroken. 
Sometimes He allows temporal consequences to come upon us as a result 
of our failures. Nonetheless, His faithfulness does not depend on us. Paul 
assured the church at Philippi that God, who began a good work among 
them, would continue to perfect it until the day Jesus returned (see Phil. 1:6). 
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REPENTANCE DEMONSTRATED (Isa. 31:6-9) 

In 31:1-3, Isaiah asserted that trusting in Egypt was a false hope. In verses 
4-5, he reminded God’s people of the Lord’s unending faithfulness. What 
was needed now was for God’s people to repent of their unfaithfulness.

VERSE 6

Return to the one the Israelites have greatly rebelled against.

The command to return carries the sense of repentance. The verb’s plural 
form implies that all of God’s people, including the nation’s leaders, needed 
to repent. Of what did they need to repent? Isaiah indicated the people 
and leaders had greatly rebelled (“deeply revolted,” KJV; ESV) against 
the Lord. The Hebrew word translated greatly has the sense of depth. The 
people did not recognize—or did not want to recognize—the gravity of their 
transgression in choosing to trust in Egypt’s power rather than trusting in 
the Lord’s sovereignty. Such misplaced trust struck at the very heart of the 
covenant relationship!

VERSE 7

For on that day, every one of you will reject the silver and gold 

idols that your own hands have sinfully made.

The words that day refer to the time of God’s visitation and protection. 
On the day the Lord intervened on behalf of His people, He would achieve 
absolute victory. Further, when He intervened the stark contrast between 
Almighty God and the feeble, powerless nations such as Egypt would be clear. 

Isaiah promised that on that day God’s people would reject the silver and 
gold idols that they had sinfully made. Again and again, the Scriptures 
warn us as God’s people against placing anything ahead of our allegiance to 
Him. The second commandment specifically prohibits the worship of idols 
of any kind (Ex. 20:4-6). However, an idol does not have to be fashioned 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Faith, Faithfulness” on pages 547–550 of the 

Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How does 

it impact your life on a daily basis to know that God always keeps His 

promises? How does God’s faithfulness challenge you as a believer to live 

a life marked by faithfulness?
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of silver or gold to be an idol. An idol is anyone or anything that comes 
between us and our singular allegiance to God. Consequently, we should 
strive to make sure that our allegiance to Him is primary, above all else. On 
the day of God’s salvation, we will recognize Him for the unique God He 
truly is. All other things in which we have placed some level of confidence 
will fade in importance.

VERSE 8

Then Assyria will fall, but not by human sword; a sword will 

devour him, but not one made by man. He will flee from the 

sword; his young men will be put to forced labor.

The words Assyria will fall proclaim God’s judgment against the world’s 
most powerful kingdom of Isaiah’s time. Interestingly, Isaiah added the 
clarifying words but not by human sword. In the ancient world, God often 
brought judgment on one nation through another nation. He raised up 
a coalition of nations to judge the Assyrians, and He later raised up another 
coalition to judge the Babylonians (see Isa. 10:24-26; 13:4-5,19-20). However, 
Isaiah’s point was that the ultimate power who could and did bring down 
wicked human kingdoms was the Lord, not military alliances. 

Isaiah affirmed that Assyria would indeed face judgment by a sword. 
However, the sword would be divine, not one made by man. This idea occurs 
several times in Isaiah (see 14:24-27; 29:5-8; 30:27-33) and, in particular, 
in reference to the crushing defeat the Lord brought against Assyria when 
Sennacherib, Assyria’s king, came against Hezekiah in 701 BC (see Isa. 
37:36-37). The most powerful man on earth would flee from the sword of 
destruction the Lord brought against him. 

Further, Isaiah announced that Assyria’s young men would one day be 
put to forced labor. Victorious kings often enslaved young soldiers they 
captured in battle. In this case, Isaiah predicted that Assyria, the nation 
that had cruelly enslaved others, would one day have its own people forced 
into slavery. God would decisively defeat His enemies; in that day, however, 
would God’s people be ready to receive His salvation?

VERSE 9

His rock will pass away because of fear, and his officers will be 

afraid because of the signal flag. This is the Lord’s declaration—

whose fire is in Zion and whose furnace is in Jerusalem.

The expression His rock probably denotes the king of Assyria. Assyria would 
lose its hold on the empire as the Lord judged the nation. The Bible often uses 
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the term rock to denote an immovable cliff or bedrock. The Israelites referred 
to the Lord as their Rock (see 2 Sam. 22:2-3; Ps. 19:14; Isa. 44:8). Assyria’s 
confidence, however, would pass away because of fear. As Assyria beheld 
the awesome power of Israel’s God, it would realize—as Isaiah had pointed 
out previously (see Isa. 10:5-11)—that Assyria had merely been a tool in 
God’s hands. 

Isaiah further promised that Assyria’s officers (“princes,” KJV; 
“commanders,” NIV) would scatter in fear because of the signal flag. The 
term signal flag (“ensign,” KJV; “standard,” ESV; “battle standard,” NIV) in 
this context likely refers to the manifested presence of God. The prophet used 
the same word in 11:10 to refer to “the root of Jesse”—that is, the promised 
Messiah—who would one day “stand as a banner for the peoples.”   

The words this is the Lord’s declaration often precede or end a prophetic 
message. The phrase underscores first that the prophet was acting as the 
Lord’s messenger. The message came from God in His words; the message 
did not consist of the prophet’s opinions. Second, therefore, the phrase 
underscored the inherent authority in the message. It deserved—even 
required—a response of humble obedience.

Isaiah used two interesting images in reference to God in the closing words 
of 31:9. First, he declared that the Lord’s fire is in Zion. The imagery of fire 
probably pointed to God’s judgment. His judgment on wicked nations would 
ultimately come from His presence in Zion, namely, the temple in Jerusalem. 
In a related image, Isaiah spoke of a furnace … in Jerusalem. Perhaps he 
intended the expression more as a warning against those who would oppose 
God’s people. Their judgment would be like the smoke of a furnace. 

As we face life’s various trials as believers, sometimes trusting in human 
solutions rather than in God’s power seems to make sense. However, we 
must remind ourselves that such attempts can prove to be false hopes. God 
remains faithful even when we are not and has power far beyond human 
power. We can count on Him to act in true faithfulness on our behalf. When 
we fail Him by putting other solutions ahead of Him, we need to repent and 
turn back to Him. He stands ready to forgive, and His word assures us that 
trusting in Him will ultimately lead to victory.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Spend some time praying for fellow participants in your Bible study 

group. Ask the Lord to help you be an encouraging influence of spiritual 

faithfulness in their lives. What specifically can you do this week to 

demonstrate  encouragement to at least one group participant?
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God Answers
God hears the prayers of His people and acts to fulfill 

His purposes for them. 

In 1970, my grandmother faced a life-threatening situation. Her doctors 
informed her that a tumor was growing inside her stomach and she likely 
would not survive long if they did not remove it. To complicate matters, 
she was battling a high fever. The physicians insisted they needed to get 
her temperature down before she underwent the operation. So my parents, 
a cousin, and Grandma joined hands in her hospital room and prayed for God 
to intervene in her physical need. 

The next morning when my parents returned to the hospital, the doctors 
had incredible news to share with the family. Not only had Grandma’s fever 
broken during the night, a follow-up x-ray revealed that the mass in her 
stomach was gone! Mom and Dad immediately whispered a prayer of deep 
gratitude to God for answering their prayers. In fact, Grandma went on to 
live more than a decade beyond this crisis.

The Scriptures confirm again and again that God hears the prayers of His 
people and acts to fulfill His purposes for them. Multiple examples of this 
truth appear in the Book of Isaiah. One of the most poignant examples is 
described in Isaiah 37, a chapter in which King Hezekiah of Judah prays 
to the Lord about the Assyrian army’s siege of Jerusalem. Without divine 
intervention, the king, the city, and indeed the kingdom of Judah faced 
a death sentence. King Hezekiah was driven to his knees in a desperate prayer 
for God’s help. This session focuses on that prayer and God’s answer to it.

Some time ago I wrote this self-reflective question on a page in one of my 
Bibles: “What’s going on in my life right now that only God can do?” This 
question reminds me that as I yield my life to God’s purposes and trust His 
Holy Spirit to empower me, God can and will do great things in and through 
me. I can testify today that I have watched the Lord bring our family through 
many difficult situations as we prayed together.

As you study the Bible passage for this session, think about the answers 
to prayer you have received. How can your testimony about those answered 
prayers encourage others who might be experiencing similar situations? God 
delights to accomplish His purposes through His people (see Phil. 1:6; 2:13). 

Session 7   |   Isaiah 37:14-20,30-35

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



71Se ssion 7:   God Answers

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 34:1–39:8

In Isaiah 34–35, the prophet concluded his judgment oracles against foreign 
nations (chap. 34) and then foretold the future restoration of God’s people 
after the Babylonian captivity (chap. 35). Chapter 35 in particular thus leads 
logically into a four-chapter historical section, Isaiah 36–39, that serves as 
a bridge between the two major sections of the book, chapters 1–35 and 40–66. 

Chapters 36–39 focus on events that occurred in Jerusalem around 
701 BC. The Assyrian army had been terrorizing the region for more than 
two decades. The Northern Kingdom of Israel had fallen in 722 BC, and many 
of its people had long since been taken away as captives to foreign lands. 
The Southern Kingdom of Judah continued to survive, but the prospects in 
701 BC looked bleak. Many of the major fortified cities throughout Judah 
had been overrun, and Jerusalem received an ultimatum from the king 
of Assyria. 

Isaiah 36:1-12 describes conversations between the Assyrian king’s 
emissary and a delegation representing King Hezekiah. The emissary told 
Hezekiah’s delegation that continued resistance was futile. In fact, he 
suggested Assyria’s success thus far was evidence that Israel’s God not only 
would not save Jerusalem but also that the Lord surely approved the attack! 

In 36:13-22, the Assyrian emissary bypassed the delegation and shouted 
loudly so that the citizens inside the walls of Jerusalem could hear. He urged 
the people to surrender, promising it was the only way they could escape 
destruction. He further warned the people not to trust in the Lord to rescue 
them, since no other cities’ deities had been able to stop the Assyrians. The 
emissary’s strategy worked; Hezekiah’s delegation returned in great despair. 

Chapter 37 continues the account of events surrounding the Assyrian 
diplomatic attempt to force Jerusalem’s surrender. In 37:1-7, King Hezekiah 
sent a message to Isaiah, urging him to pray on behalf of the nation in its time 
of crisis. Isaiah responded by telling the king not to fear, for Sennacherib 
would return to his own land without harming Jerusalem. Verses 8-13 
describe a follow-up attempt by the Assyrian king’s emissary to convince King 
Hezekiah to surrender. Hezekiah responded by taking the emissary’s threat 
letter to the temple, laying it before the Lord, and praying for deliverance 
(37:14-20). In 37:21-35, Isaiah described how the Lord sent him to deliver 
a prophetic message to King Hezekiah. That message was a divine promise to 
protect and preserve the city of Jerusalem from the Assyrians. Chapter 37 
then closes with two historical notes. First, the Assyrian army lost 185,000 
soldiers overnight by God’s hand, causing the king to withdraw his attack 
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on Jerusalem (37:36-37). Second, the king of Assyria (Sennacherib) later fell 
victim to assassination by two of his sons, paving the way for a third son, 
Esar-haddon, to become the new Assyrian king (37:38). 

In Isaiah 38–39, the prophet recorded two further events occurring in 
King Hezekiah’s reign. First, Isaiah described a time of the king’s severe 
illness and recovery (38:1-22). When Hezekiah first became ill, the prophet 
told the king to get his house in order and prepare for death. Hezekiah 
prayed fervently to the Lord, however, and God added fifteen years to his life. 
Hezekiah wrote a poem to honor the Lord following his recovery (38:9-20). 

Second, Isaiah described an event following Hezekiah’s recovery in which 
the king of Babylon sent a delegation to Jerusalem (39:1-8). King Hezekiah gave 
the delegation an insider’s tour of the palace, prompting Isaiah to prophesy that 
one day Babylon would carry Jerusalem’s treasures into captivity, including 
some of Hezekiah’s descendants. That prophecy indeed was fulfilled in 586 BC 
(see 2 Kings 25:8-12).                                                                                                                                             

EXPLORE THE TEXT 

THE REQUEST (Isa. 37:14-20) 

VERSE 14

Hezekiah took the letter from the messengers’ hands, read it, then 

went up to the Lord’s temple and spread it out before the Lord. 

The messengers mentioned in this verse likely were the ones dispatched by 
the Assyrian king to keep the pressure on Hezekiah to surrender rather than 
trust in any divine promise of rescue (see 37:8-13). Although the messengers 
were instructed to “say” the message to Hezekiah, they delivered it to him 
in written form as well. In any case, the king took the letter from the 
messengers’ hands and read it. The letter had its desired effect on Hezekiah. 
He realized that the Assyrian army, although delayed, had not been stopped 
on its march toward Jerusalem. The enemy was coming. It was a moment of 
decision for King Hezekiah.

To Hezekiah’s credit, he did not comply with the Assyrian king’s warning 
to ignore the Lord’s counsel. Hezekiah immediately went up to the Lord’s 
temple and spread the letter out before the Lord. The words went up to 
can be understood literally, since the temple stood on even higher ground 
than the king’s palace. More importantly, however, Hezekiah realized that 
the city’s (and his) hope lay in God’s purposes, not his own. 

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



73Se ssion 7:   God Answers

Modern archaeological discoveries have shown that Hezekiah went to 
great lengths to protect Jerusalem from an Assyrian siege of the city. A decade 
before he received the threatening letter, the king ordered the digging of 
a 1,750-foot water tunnel through bedrock from the Gihon spring down to 
the Pool of Siloam—all within the city’s fortified walls (see 2 Chron. 32:30). 
However, even an ever-flowing source of fresh water would not be enough to 
defeat the Assyrian threat. God’s people needed God’s deliverance!

VERSE 15

Then Hezekiah prayed to the Lord: 

Hezekiah ignored the Assyrian king’s warning not to consult God; he 
prayed to the Lord. Prayer at its core is conversation with God. Just as 
we often strengthen our human relationships through conversations, so 
we strengthen our relationship with God through regular communication 
with Him. God often communicates with us through His Word, but He also 
communicates with us through prayer. He has invited—even urged—us to 
pray, and He has promised to hear us when we do. Like Hezekiah, we usually 
do not need much prodding to go to God in prayer during a crisis. We should 
remember, though, that God is eager to have conversations with us even on 
the days when life seems to be going OK.

VERSE 16

Lord of Armies, God of Israel, enthroned between the cherubim, 

you are God—you alone—of all the kingdoms of the earth. You 

made the heavens and the earth. 

King Hezekiah began his prayer by ascribing to God several important names. 
First, he used the name Lord of Armies (“Lord of Hosts,” KJV; ESV; “Lord 
Almighty,” NIV). This name emphasizes God’s sovereignty as the Commander-
in-chief not only of Israel’s army but also of the “armies” of His angels and the 
countless celestial bodies (stars). The second name Hezekiah ascribed to the 
Lord is God of Israel. Although Hezekiah ruled only the Southern Kingdom 
of Judah, Judah was still part of the larger covenant people known as Israel. 

The Northern Kingdom had been defeated and destroyed in 722 BC, yet later 
prophets foresaw that the Lord would one day restore the two kingdoms into 
one covenant nation (see Jer. 50:4-5; Ezek. 37:15-28). 

Then Hezekiah described the Lord as being enthroned between the 
cherubim. This is most likely a reference to the mercy seat that sat atop the 
ark of the covenant. In Exodus 25:17-22, the Lord gave instructions regarding 
the design of the mercy seat. It included two facing cherubim. The Lord then 
declared to Moses, “I will meet with you there above the mercy seat, between 

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



74 E        B  

the two cherubim that are over the ark of the testimony; I will speak with you 
from there about all that I command you regarding the Israelites” (Ex. 25:22). 
In other words, the space between the cherubim served as the seat of God, 
symbolizing His ongoing presence with His people as their powerful King.

Next, Hezekiah affirmed that the Lord alone is God—not only the God 
of Israel but also of all the kingdoms of the earth. Other nations and 
peoples might worship idols or other so-called gods (the Assyrians’ chief 
deity was Ashur), but the fact that other religions existed (then and now) 
does not alter the truth that there is one and only one true and living God. 
He is the God who called the Israelites into a covenant relationship and 
through that people eventually sent Jesus Christ into the world as Savior 
and King. Some eight hundred years after Hezekiah’s time, the apostle John 
saw a vision of the Lord’s sovereignty and described it thusly: “The kingdom 
of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he 
will reign forever and ever” (Rev. 11:15).

Finally, Hezekiah affirmed that the Lord made the heavens and the 
earth. This assertion echoes the truth presented in the first verse of the 
Bible (see Gen. 1:1). It also emphasizes God’s sovereignty over the earth by 
virtue of the fact that He created it. Hezekiah was bringing Jerusalem’s dire 
situation before the One who spoke everything into existence out of nothing. 
And what was true for the eighth-century BC king of Judah is no less true or 
less significant for believers today. We are invited to come before the throne 
of God in prayer. It is there that we can “receive mercy and find grace to help 
us in time of need” (Heb. 4:16).

VERSE 17

Listen closely, Lord, and hear; open your eyes, Lord, and see. 

Hear all the words that Sennacherib has sent to mock the 

living God. 

Hezekiah’s opening petition, listen closely (“incline your ear,” ESV; “give 
ear,” NIV) … and hear, is a plea for the Lord to respond to the Assyrian 
threat voiced in the letter the king laid before Him. When we pray, we do 
not inform an all-knowing God of facts that He does not already know. 
He knows infinitely more about our situations than we could ever know. 
Likewise, the Lord’s observation of what is happening is full and complete. 
He sees everything, including the inner thoughts and attitudes of both His 
enemies (see Gen. 6:5) and His people (see 1 Sam. 16:7). Thus, Hezekiah’s 
plea for the Lord to open His eyes did not mean that Hezekiah thought God 
was asleep or distracted. Rather, Hezekiah knew that without God’s careful 
attention and divine help against Assyria, the coming battle was already lost.

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



75Se ssion 7:   God Answers

Hezekiah realized as well that Jerusalem’s crisis situation was as much 
about the Lord and His fame as it was about the king and the people of the 
city. Sennacherib [suh NAK uh rib], Assyria’s ruler, had dared to mock the 
living God. God’s honor was at stake! In making this point, Hezekiah was 
following the examples of Moses when he interceded for the Israelites after 
their idolatrous worship of a gold calf (see Ex. 32:11-12) and David when the 
young man defied the giant warrior Goliath (see 1 Sam. 17:41-47). 

VERSE 18

Lord, it is true that the kings of Assyria have devastated all these 

countries and their lands.

Assyria in Hezekiah’s day was an empire, a military juggernaut. For more 
than a century, the kings of Assyria had asserted their domination over one 
after another smaller (or weaker) kingdoms in the ancient Near East. One 
of the ways the Assyrian kings sought to intimidate their opponents into 
surrender was to boast publicly of their past victories, being sure to point 
out that none of these defeated kingdoms’ deities had been able to stop the 
Assyrian army. Sennacherib’s spokesman had made this boast previously in 
Isaiah 36:18-20, and the point was emphasized again in the  threat letter 
Hezekiah had laid before the Lord (see 37:10-13).  

Hezekiah acknowedged in his prayer that the Assyrian king’s boast of past 
victories was true. Those victories included the defeat and destruction of the 
Northern Kingdom of Israel in 722 BC (see 2 Kings 17:5-6). Nevertheless, in 
the subsequent verse Hezekiah affirmed a distinct difference between Judah 
and most of the kingdoms Assyria had previously destroyed. Those nations 
worshiped idols, not the one true and living God!

VERSE 19

They have thrown their gods into the fire, for they were not gods 

but made from wood and stone by human hands. So they have 

destroyed them. 

The words they have thrown their gods into the fire describe the way the 
Assyrians treated the so-called deities of vanquished kingdoms. Since these 
idols were not really gods at all but were lifeless statues made from wood 
and stone by human hands, they were easily destroyed. 

Many people today similarly believe that all so-called gods are whatever 
their adherents make them out to be. In effect, the gods’ existence depends 
on the power of adherents to support and protect their idols. The Scriptures, 
however, teach exactly the opposite. The Bible teaches that “in the beginning  
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God created the heavens and the earth” (Gen. 1:1). It further teaches that 
He revealed to His covenant people that He alone is God and is worthy of 
our wholehearted love (Deut. 6:4-5). God does not need the support and 
protection of anyone, but we as His people desperately need His support and 
protection. King Hezekiah understood this truth more than 2,700 years ago!

VERSE 20

Now, Lord our God, save us from his power so that all the 

kingdoms of the earth may know that you, Lord, are God—

you alone. 

The Hebrew word rendered now (“now therefore,” KJV; “so now,” ESV) 
signals a transition in Hezekiah’s prayer from confession to request. He had 
confessed who God is (Isa. 37:16) and the dire situation Jerusalem faced 
(37:17-19); now Hezekiah boldly requested the Lord’s deliverance. 

Notice the emphasis in the phrase Lord our God. Hezekiah stressed the 
covenant relationship between the Lord and His people. In effect, the king 
was reaffirming his (and the people’s) commitment to love and trust only one 
God, Yahweh, the God who delivered the Israelites from Egyptian bondage, 
gave them the promised land, and called them to be His holy nation. 

The Hebrew word translated save can have the emphasis of either 
physical salvation (rescue; deliverance) or spiritual redemption (forgiveness; 
restoration). Interestingly, the root word is the basis for the names Joshua, 
Isaiah, Hosea, and, yes, Jesus (see Matt. 1:21). The context of Hezekiah’s 
prayer suggests that the king was pleading for physical deliverance from an 
Assyrian attack. The phrase his power (“his hand,” KJV; ESV; NIV) refers to 
Sennacherib’s potent military strength.

Hezekiah also affirmed, however, that the Lord’s deliverance would have 
a strong spiritual impact. That is, Jerusalem’s salvation would prove to all 
the kingdoms of the earth that Israel’s God (you, Lord … You alone) 
was (and is) the one true and living God. Likewise today, every person who 
receives salvation from sin through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ becomes 
a walking, talking testimony of God’s glory and honor.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Assyria” on pages 136–140 in the Holman Illustrated 

Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What are some threats (physical 

or spiritual) you have faced against which only God could give you victory 

and protection? How did you seek His deliverance?
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THE SIGN (Isa. 37:30-32)

In response to Hezekiah’s prayer, the Lord issued a promise of deliverance to 
the king through the prophet Isaiah (37:21-29). The Lord also gave the king 
a sign to confirm the promise of deliverance.

VERSE 30

This will be the sign for you: This year you will eat what grows on 

its own, and in the second year what grows from that. But in the 

third year sow and reap, plant vineyards and eat their fruit.

The Lord promised Hezekiah that the Assyrian king and his army would 
not conquer Jerusalem. In fact, the Lord declared that He would put His 
hook in the Assyrian king’s nose and send him back the way he came (37:29). 
The Lord knew, however, that Hezekiah might have doubts without further 
assurance. So He gave Hezekiah a sign to bolster the king’s faith.   

The sign God gave Hezekiah was timely, given the conditions of the land 
following the Assyrian invasion. Invading armies often had to survive off of 
the land they invaded. They did so by stealing crops, fruits, and meat from  
the land’s inhabitants. What they didn’t take they often destroyed in their 
wake to prevent the land’s defenders (and inhabitants) from having supplies. 
God promised that the people of Judah would not go hungry. The Lord 
promised that for two years His people would eat what grows on its own 
and then what grows from that. Then by the third year, the threat would 
be gone and God’s people would sow and reap, plant vineyards and eat 
their fruit. In other words, life would return to normal and the land would 
produce as though the Assyrians had never been there. 

VERSE 31

The surviving remnant of the house of Judah will again take root 

downward and bear fruit upward.

This verse explains that not only would Judah’s agriculture return but 
also the population would rebound. The expression surviving remnant 
indicates that the Assyrian invasion had resulted in considerable loss of life, 
both among soldiers and civilians. Even though Assyria’s king would be sent 
home without taking Jerusalem, much destruction had occurred. Just as the 
land would recover and produce crops, even so the Lord promised that the 
house of Judah (the people) would again take root downward and bear 
fruit upward. In other words, Judah’s families would again live securely on 
their property, prosper, and raise many children.
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VERSE 32

For a remnant will go out from Jerusalem, and survivors from 

Mount Zion. The zeal of the Lord of Armies will accomplish this.

The word remnant in this verse has as its primary meaning the idea of “being 
left over, remaining.” In this context, it is parallel in meaning to the term 
rendered survivors (“they that escape,” KJV) in verse 31 as well. Both terms 
underscore the Lord’s promise to Hezekiah that the Assyrian king would not 
breach the walls of Jerusalem. The city and its temple would remain, and 
the people of the city would go about their lives again. 

Isaiah was quick to add, however, that the zeal of the Lord of Armies 
would accomplish this deliverance. The same expression occurs also in 
Isaiah 9:7 to describe the Messiah’s coming establishment of God’s rule over 
His people. That prophecy was (and is) fulfilled ultimately in the coming of 
Jesus Christ. 

THE ANSWER (Isa. 37:33-35) 

VERSE 33

Therefore, this is what the Lord says about the king of Assyria: 

He will not enter this city, shoot an arrow here, come before it 

with a shield, or build up a siege ramp against it. 

If Hezekiah wondered about the specifics of how Jerusalem would be 
delivered  and the people would return to normalcy, the Lord answered that 
question in this verse. The phrase this is what the Lord says (“thus saith 
the Lord,” KJV) commonly introduces a prophetic proclamation, putting the 
stamps of authority and certainty on it. In effect, the Lord declared that the 
king of Assyria would fail in his attack on Jerusalem before it even began.

Isaiah described four means of attack that ancient armies often deployed 
to conquer a fortified city. First, they might simply try to breach the city’s 
vulnerable points (gates, water channels, and so forth) by sending elite squads 
to enter the city and take out leaders or open the gates. Second, archers 
might shoot volley after volley of arrows over the walls in the hopes of killing 
soldiers and citizens alike. Third, attacking units protected by shields might 
approach the walls and gates of a city with battering rams and torches for 
setting fires. Fourth—especially if the city’s defenses were strong—invaders 
might lay siege to the city in an attempt to cut off its supplies and starve 
the inhabitants into submission. During the siege, the attackers might also 
build up a siege ramp against the city wall as a means of entry.

Both Isaiah and Hezekiah knew that the Assyrian army was more than 
capable of deploying any and all of these tactics. Yet, Isaiah informed the 
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king that the Lord unequivocally declared Sennacherib would be able to 
carry out none of them. All that Hezekiah and the people of Jerusalem had 
to do was trust in the Lord.  

VERSE 34

He will go back the way he came, and he will not enter this city. 

This is the Lord’s declaration.

Isaiah said that Sennacherib would go back the way he came without ever 
breaching Jerusalem’s gates or entering the city by a siege ramp. What would 
prompt this retreat? We learn in Isaiah 37:36 that “the angel of the Lord 
went out and struck down one hundred and eighty-five thousand in the 
camp of the Assyrians” in one night! Having lost virtually his entire army, 
Sennacherib had no choice but to flee back to Nineveh in disgrace. It may well 
be that such a shameful defeat lay behind Sennacherib’s assassination by 
two of his sons (see 37:38). From Isaiah’s standpoint, however, it was God’s 
judgment on the Assyrian king and His powerful protection of Jerusalem. 
The Lord had declared it would happen, and it did!   

VERSE 35

I will defend this city and rescue it for my sake and for the sake of 

my servant David. 

God promised Hezekiah that He would defend this city and rescue it. God 
would not let Jerusalem fall, for God had listened to Hezekiah’s prayer and 
had determined to act on Jerusalem’s behalf. God gave two reasons why He 
would protect Jerusalem. First, He would do so for His glory (for my sake). 
Sennacherib had mocked the Lord just as he had scoffed at all the pagan 
deities worshiped by the peoples he already had defeated. Sennacherib, to his 
own demise, did not recognize that he was mocking the one true living God!

Second, God said He would deliver Jerusalem for the sake of … David. 
This was a reference to the covenant the Lord had made with King David (see 
2 Sam. 7:12-16), Hezekiah’s ancestor. That covenant ultimately was the basis 
on which God sent His Son, Jesus Christ, into the world as Savior and Lord.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “David” on pages 391–393 in the Holman Illustrated 

Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. God blessed Hezekiah because 

he was part of David’s line. What great thing might God do through our  

descendants if we are faithful to Him as believers?
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God Renews
God provides strength for those who trust in Him. 

Like many believers, I first learned the song “Jesus Loves Me” as a child. My 
parents taught it to me. When I became a teenager, I started to think that 
perhaps the song was just a children’s song. Frankly, I felt a little embarrassed 
to sing the song in church services. Later on as an adult, however, I gained 
a new and deep appreciation for the song’s simple yet profound message. 

In its first line, the song declares in concise, clear words two marvelous 
doctrines: (1) Jesus loves every person; and (2) the Bible is the authoritative 
source of the aforementioned truth. The next lines go even further to assure 
“little ones” who might feel weak that they are not alone; they belong to the 
One who is all powerful. The phrase “little ones” certainly can refer to young 
children, but we know also that the apostle John was fond of referring to 
fellow believers as “my little children” (1 John 2:1). In other words, adult 
Christians sometimes experience times of great weakness just as children 
do. The song reminds us vividly that God is strong enough to help us in our 
weakness; He can and will renew us, providing the strength we need. 

Long before the writing of “Jesus Loves Me,” the prophet Isaiah penned 
some divinely inspired words of comfort for God’s people. Leading up to 
those words, Isaiah had warned in chapters 1–39 that the people of Israel 
were going to go through some times of excruciating weakness. Jerusalem 
and its temple would be destroyed and burned with fire. The city’s inhabitants 
would be stripped of all their possessions; all but the sick and elderly would 
be dragged into a seventy-year exile as slaves in the land of Babylon. And just 
as prophesied, this disaster occurred in 586 BC (see 2 Kings 25:8-12). 

In Isaiah 40–66, however, the prophet also foresaw a time beyond the 
future disaster and exile when the Lord would orchestrate a restoration 
of His people. He would forgive their sins and provide a way for them to 
return to the promised land and to their calling as the covenant people of 
God. In places scattered throughout the “comfort section” of his prophecy, 
Isaiah continued to point even further into the future—to an even greater 
deliverance. That deliverance would be carried out by the Messiah, Jesus 
Christ, whose death, burial, and resurrection would provide forgiveness and 
eternal life to all who put their trust in Him. 

Session 8   |   Isaiah 40:18-31
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 40:1–41:29

Isaiah encouraged God’s people to take great comfort in the Lord’s new 
message (40:1-2). The time of exile would come to an end, and the Lord 
would bring His chastened people back to the promised land. Isaiah used 
the imagery of a messenger crying out to prepare the way of the Lord in 
the wilderness (40:3-5). God called for His people to make a highway for 
His return, and the Lord’s glory would appear before all humanity. Further, 
Isaiah assured God’s people that the Lord would make good on His promises 
(40:6-8). Isaiah announced the coming day when the heralds of Jerusalem 
would proclaim God’s renewed favor on His people (40:9-11). He would care 
for them faithfully as a shepherd cares for his flock.

Isaiah then described God’s vast and majestic nature (40:12-17).  No one 
has the power God does. Indeed, no one guided the Lord when He created the 
universe. The power of human nations and empires contrasted with God’s 
power is no more than a drop in the bucket or a speck of dust. 

Isaiah further contrasted God’s power with the empty boasts of idols 
(40:18-20). God sits enthroned over the whole world, guiding the nations 
to the ends He desires (40:21-24). Isaiah insisted that God has no equal 
anywhere (40:25-26). For proof, people needed only to look to the heavens 
and see all the stars—stars God not only made but calls by name! 

Isaiah used these truths about God to encourage His people (40:27-31). 
They should never think their way is hidden from Him, for He is the Creator 
of everything; He never grows tired or weary. To trust Him is to constantly 
find renewed strength to do His will.

God then called to the earth’s coastlands and islands (41:1-4). Had anyone 
ever seen another sovereign God such as He, who raised up nations and kings? 
Sadly, however, the coastlands and islands resorted to idolatry, trusting in 
idols that could not profit them (41:5-7). In contrast, God assured His people 
that He had chosen them and would continue to guide and protect them 
(41:8-10). Those who fought against God’s people would be disgraced, for 
God was with His people at every step (41:11-13).  He was their Redeemer, 
and He would use them to judge other nations (41:14-16). Furthermore, God 
would cause the promised land to produce agricultural blessings (41:17-20). 

The Lord then presented His case against false gods (41:21-29). He 
challenged them to do anything at all, so that people would know they had 
no real power. God had used Cyrus, king of Persia, as His instrument to 
defeat Babylon (41:25), but the gods of the nations had done nothing. Isaiah 
thus concluded these gods and their idols were worthless (41:29).                                                                                                                                       
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EXPLORE THE TEXT 

LIVING (Isa. 40:18-20) 

VERSE 18

With whom will you compare God? What likeness will you set up 

for comparison with him?

In 40:12-14, Isaiah described God’s power, sovereignty, and understanding. 
In verse 18, the prophet turned his attention to describing the powerless 
substitutes people often try to put in God’s place.

The two questions Isaiah asked in verse 18 are rhetorical in form. That 
is, the prophet knew—and knew that God’s people must agree if they were 
truthful—that no one and nothing can compare to the one true, living 
God. What foreign king could create and sustain the universe? None!  What 
empire could guarantee its own rise and fall in the unfolding annals of 
human history? None! 

This first question makes the second question sound even more outlandish. 
The words what likeness will you set up for comparison expose the 
dangerous nonsense of idolatry. The creation account reveals that only of 
human beings did God say, “Let us make man in our image, according to our 
likeness” (Gen. 1:26). That people would erect a wood or metal object to worship 
in place of God was (and is) not only shameful but also utterly ridiculous! 
Isaiah confronted this nonsense beginning in 40:19 (see also 44:9-20). 

VERSE 19

An idol?—something that a smelter casts and a metalworker 

plates with gold and makes silver chains for? 

By punctuating this verse with two question marks, the translators of the 
Christian Standard Bible suggest the verse is a continuation of the second 
rhetorical question in verse 18. That is, Isaiah particularly wanted to confront 
the spiritual blindness and ignorance of setting up an idol as though it was 
somehow comparable to the “likeness” of God.  

The Lord specifically prohibited the worship of idols in the second 
commandment (Ex. 20:4-6). Yet, the Old Testament reveals that the Israelites 
constantly struggled with this temptation. In fact, 2 King 17:12 reports that 
the Northern Kingdom of Israel brought on its own destruction in 722 BC 
in part because the people kept worshiping idols despite the Lord’s clear 
prohibition. And while the people of Judah experienced times of spiritual 
reform under kings such as Josiah and Hezekiah, other kings led the people 
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into periods of gross idolatry. For example, Hezekiah’s son, Manasseh, 
introduced such vile paganism and idolatry into Judah so as to prompt the 
Lord to decree, “I am about to bring such disaster on Jerusalem and Judah 
that everyone who hears about it will shudder” (2 Kings 21:12). 

Isaiah described an idol in three ways. First, it was something that 
a smelter (“craftsman,” ESV; “metalworker,” NIV) casts. Smelters worked 
with metals such as gold, silver, iron, and bronze. They heated metal nuggets 
or bars in a furnace to a melting point; then they poured the molten metal 
into a mold to cool and harden into a desired form. 

Second, an idol was something a metalworker plates with gold. That is, 
sometimes the underlying material of an idol was carved wood or chiseled 
stone that was then covered with a thin outer layer of a precious metal. 
Plating an idol with gold required great skill to give the external metal an 
even look across all surface areas.

Third, an idol was something the metalworker adorns with silver chains. 
The presence of silver chains around the idol’s neck would enhance the idol’s 
image. Just as rich or powerful people could afford nice jewelry, so the jewelry 
an idol wore reflected its supposed power and importance.

Isaiah’s description of the idol’s creation subtly condemned the practice. 
Idols were merely human creations. Any object that had to be fashioned, 
coated, and adorned by human beings was no god at all.

VERSE 20

A poor person contributes wood for a pedestal that will not rot. 

He looks for a skilled craftsman to set up an idol that will not 

fall over. 

In this verse, Isaiah went on to describe the process of setting up an idol by 
a poor person. That individual might only be able to provide a piece of wood 
that would not rot as material for the idol. English Bible translations differ 
as to whether the Hebrew text indicates the wood was only for the idol’s 
stand (for a pedestal) or for the entire image (see ESV; NIV). In either case, 
the point is the same: idols were human creations made from various earthly 
materials. How could idols thus suddenly become deities? They could not!

Another part of the process of idolatry was to set up an idol so that 
it would not fall over. This would be especially important if the idol was 
a piece of wood; it would need to be carved by a skilled craftsman  so that 
it would not tip over. Part of the nonsensical nature of idol worship was that 
if the idol fell over then the deity was shown to be powerless. First Samuel 
5:1-5 shows an example of such panic when the statue of the Philistine god 
Dagon kept falling on its face in front of the ark of the covenant.
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SOVEREIGN CREATOR (Isa. 40:21-26)

VERSE 21

Do you not know? Have you not heard? Has it not been declared 

to you from the beginning? Have you not considered the 

foundations of the earth?

Isaiah challenged his audience with four rhetorical questions related to their 
knowledge of the Lord God. The one proper answer to all of these questions 
would have been a quick and resounding “yes.” However, it was clear from 
Isaiah’s challenge that the people lived in spiritual ignorance.

First, Isaiah asked, “Do you not know?” He challenged the people to 
admit they knew or should have known the truth about God and the lies of 
idolatry. They were descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, who came to 
know the one true and living God by faith. They were recipients of the law 
through Moses—the law that spelled out in clear terms who God is and what 
He expects from His people in their covenant relationship.

Second, Isaiah questioned, “Have you not heard?” He challenged God’s 
people to acknowledge that the Lord had given His people leaders, priests, 
and prophets whose callings were to teach God’s people His truth, confront 
their sins, and call them to repentance and faith. Yes, the people had heard!

Third, Isaiah queried, “Has it not been declared to you from the 
beginning?” The covenant with its promises of grace and requirement 
of exclusive loyalty to the Lord was neither new nor different from what 
Abraham, Moses, and David understood. From the beginning, God had revealed 
His power, righteousness, and purposes to His people. He alone was (and is) 
the Creator, Sustainer, and Redeemer of all things. Idols were nothing.

Fourth, Isaiah asked, “Have you not considered the foundations 
of the earth?” This question can also be understood to posit that human 
understanding of God’s majesty goes back in time as far as the world’s creation 
(see KJV; NIV). The Christian Standard Bible’s rendering suggests that the 

earth itself is an obvious witness of God’s uniqueness (compare Ps. 19:1).  

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Idol” on page 788 of the Holman Illustrated Bible 

Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What things other than carved images 

can become idols? What to you is the most nonsensical feature of 

idolatry? What is its most dangerous feature?
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VERSE 22

God is enthroned above the circle of the earth; its inhabitants are 

like grasshoppers. He stretches out the heavens like thin cloth 

and spreads them out like a tent to live in. 

Isaiah proclaimed that God is enthroned above the circle of the earth. 
The Hebrew word translated is enthroned appears also in Isaiah 37:16 in 
reference to the Lord’s exalted position “between the cherubim” atop the ark 
of the covenant. The term literally means “to sit or dwell.” In the context of 
40:22, however, the verb clearly emphasizes the idea of sitting or dwelling 
as a sovereign ruler. Isaiah’s wording depicts the sovereign Lord as existing 
above the circle of the earth. To liken Him to an idol was nonsense!

In contrast to God the King, the prophet said the earth’s inhabitants are 
like grasshoppers. Isaiah was referring particularly to the relative power of 
human beings in comparison to God’s power. They were like grasshoppers!  
None had the supreme power of God, let alone the idols people crafted!

Isaiah’s assertion that God stretches out the heavens like thin cloth 
followed logically from 40:12, where the prophet said the Lord “marked off 
the heavens with the span of his hand.” The imagery depicts God’s skill as He 
created and sustained His universe—something that idols were powerless 
to do. The statement that God spreads the heavens and makes them like 
a tent to live in further enhances the imagery. Indeed, the heavens easily 
appear to people on earth as a large domed tent stationed over them. 

VERSE 23

He reduces princes to nothing and makes judges of the earth like 

a wasteland. 

Having likened human beings’ power to grasshoppers in comparison to 
God’s majesty, Isaiah then emphasized God’s sovereignty over human 
leaders. First, the Lord reduces princes to nothing. Princes enjoyed an 
elevated status in a human ruler’s administration, but their earthly status 
did not compare to God’s authority. Second, God makes judges of the earth 
like a wasteland. People who judged districts or provinces carried with their 
position a certain authority, and with that authority came influence, status, 
and prestige. However, such standing did not rival the Lord’s power.

VERSE 24

They are barely planted, barely sown, their stem hardly takes 

root in the ground when he blows on them and they wither, and a 

whirlwind carries them away like stubble. 
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Isaiah stressed the fleeting nature of human kingdoms. The expressions 
barely planted and barely sown highlight rulers who had only begun when 
the Lord ended their tenures. Isaiah added the description that their stem 
hardly takes root in the ground. When compared to the Lord’s eternal 
reign as King, human rulers’ earthly reigns come and go in the blink of an eye. 

The words he blows on them and they wither further described the ease 
with which the Lord could end a ruler’s kingdom. He ended the Assyrian 
king Sennacherib’s threat against Jerusalem in one fateful night (see 
Isa. 37:36-37). He later turned the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar into 
a grass-eating, wild hermit until that ruler acknowledged the everlasting 
sovereignty of the Most High, Israel’s God (see Dan. 4:28-33). 

A form of the Hebrew word rendered whirlwind appears in Jonah 1:4 
to describe the storm sent against the ship in which the reluctant prophet 
sought to escape God’s call to prophesy against Nineveh. The emphasis both 
there and in Isaiah 40:24 is that the Lord has authority over all powers and 
forces that operate in the created universe. 

VERSE 25

“To whom will you compare me, or who is my equal?” asks 

the Holy One.

The questions asked in this verse are similar to those posed in 40:18, except 
that here the Lord delivers the questions in first person. God challenged His 
people to acknowledge His incomparability and uniqueness. The questions 
are rhetorical; they anticipate a response of “nothing and no one.” No human 
ruler begins to compare with the Lord; no idol can possibly be His equal. 

Isaiah’s favorite name for the Lord is the Holy One (or, more fully, “the 
Holy One of Israel”). The root word rendered holy fundamentally means 
“to be separate.” It describes the Lord’s transcendent separateness, His 
incomparable majesty and unique nature. We as believers are called to be 
holy as He is holy (see 1 Pet. 1:15-16), yet we can never attain to His infinite 
holiness. God’s holiness sets Him apart from His creation. 

VERSE 26

Look up and see! Who created these? He brings out the stars by 

number; he calls all of them by name. Because of his great power 

and strength, not one of them is missing. 

Isaiah’s instruction for God’s people to look up and see challenged them to 
think about the awesome splendor of a cloudless night sky. Even the slightest 
bit of reflection would prompt most viewers to consider who created the vast 
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array of celestial bodies in the heavens. For Isaiah, of course, the question 
was rhetorical; he answered it by pointing out three ways in which the Lord 
God not only created but also controls the stars (“the starry host,” NIV) in 
the night sky. First, God brings them out … by number. That is, He created 
the process by which all the stars—unseen by human eyes in the daytime 
when the sun dominates the sky—return every evening and are visible. 

Second, God calls all of them by name. Even in biblical times, there were 
names for certain constellations of stars, such as the Pleiades and Orion (see 
Job 38:31). However, this is not really the point Isaiah was making. In Hebrew 
thought, to name someone or something signified a measure of authority 
over the person or thing named. Thus, Isaiah’s emphasis here was that the 
Lord had sovereignty over each and every celestial body in the night sky. 

Third, God not only brings out the stars each evening and controls each 
one but also sustains their existence. That is, because of the Lord’s great 
power and strength, not one of them is missing (“not one faileth,” KJV). 
Here Isaiah was declaring a general observation, not a modern scientific 
conclusion. Just the stars visible to human eyes are so numerous as to defy 
counting. Yet, they all appear every evening just as they did the night before. It 
is the Lord who controls the stars’ courses as well as their beginning and end.

TIRELESS SOURCE (Isa. 40:27-31) 

God’s people would live as captives in Babylon for around seventy years. To 
encourage them, Isaiah proclaimed that God never grows weary and will 
accomplish His purposes in and through them.

VERSE 27

Jacob, why do you say, and, Israel, why do you assert: “My way is 

hidden from the Lord, and my claim is ignored by my God”? 

The names Jacob and Israel refer to the people of Israel as a group. They 
were all descendants of the patriarch Jacob, whose name God changed to 
Israel (Gen. 32:28). The use of both names in parallel was a reminder that the 
Lord had neither forgotten nor forsaken His covenant people. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Providence” on pages 1312–1313 of the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How should an 

understanding of God’s greatness make us feel special rather than small?
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Isaiah anticipated two complaints the Israelite exiles might be tempted to 
voice in their spiritual struggles. First, the people might complain that their 
way was hidden from the Lord. This was another way of saying that God 
could not see or understand their situation. Isaiah intended to refute the 
complaint long before it arose. 

 Second, God’s people might grumble that their claim (“judgment,” KJV; 
“right,” ESV; “cause,” NIV) was being ignored by … God. This would be a 
complaint that bordered on accusation—that God knew of but did not care 
about His people’s hardship and suffering. Isaiah wanted God’s people to 
understand the folly of such thinking in light of God’s faithfulness and power.

VERSE 28

Do you not know? Have you not heard? The Lord is the 

everlasting God, the Creator of the whole earth. He never 

becomes faint or weary; there is no limit to his understanding.

The rhetorical questions introducing this verse appear in some English Bible 
translations as exact repeats of those in 40:21. Isaiah reminded God’s people 
that the Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of the whole earth. 
The name the Lord refers to Yahweh, the covenant name God revealed to 
Moses at the burning bush with instructions to tell the Israelites this would 
be His name forever (see Ex. 3:13-15). The phrase rendered the everlasting God 
reminded every Israelite that the Lord was not (and is not) bound by human 
history. Jerusalem might be destroyed and the people might be taken to 
Babylon as captives, but this did not mean the Lord was defeated or no longer 
in covenant with Israel. Further, He is the Creator of the whole earth, which 
meant that He was (and is) sovereign over the land of Babylon just as He was 
(and is) over the promised land.  

In light of who the Lord is, therefore, Isaiah reminded God’s people 
that He never becomes faint or weary and that there is no limit to his 
understanding. The Lord is all-powerful all of the time, and He is all-
knowing all of the time. Taken together, these truths about God refute the 
potential complaints that might arise among the exiled Israelites.

VERSE 29

He gives strength to the faint and strengthens the powerless. 

Instead of forgetting or forsaking Israel, God could be counted on to give 
strength to the faint and … powerless among His people wherever they 
were located. The apostle Paul echoed this encouragement to followers of 
Christ in his generation (and today). God gives His people the power to live by 
faith in whatever situations they encounter (see Rom. 8:37-39). 
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VERSES 30-31

Youths may become faint and weary, and young men stumble and 

fall, but those who trust in the Lord will renew their strength; 

they will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not become 

weary, they will walk and not faint. 

The Hebrew word translated youths could refer to adolescent children who 
typically possessed great energy and stamina, at least when compared to 
older adults. Yet their energy was not inexhaustible; youths could eventually 
become faint and weary if put under prolonged physical strain and pressure. 
Similarly, young men at the peak of their vitality could stumble and fall 
(“utterly fall,” KJV; “fall exhausted,” ESV) due to exhaustion. In spiritual 
terms, Isaiah was acknowledging that God’s people in situations such as 
the Babylonian captivity would need strength far beyond their own inner 
resources or abilities. They would need to trust in the L ord—the same God 
who created the universe and who never gets tired or lacks understanding.

 The Hebrew word rendered trust also carries the idea of expectantly 
waiting with confidence that the Lord will always keep His promises. Thus, 
those who live by faith in the sovereign God can be confident He will renew 
their strength. Isaiah used three word pictures to describe this victorious 
life. First, God’s people would soar on wings like eagles. These elegant, 
powerful creatures are able to use wind currents to stay aloft for long 
stretches of time. Similarly, God’s people receive superabundant spiritual 
strength when they live in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Second, Isaiah declared that God’s people would run and not become 
weary. The word translated weary is the same word Isaiah used in 40:28 
to affirm that God never grows weary. God knows how to build spiritual 
endurance in His people (see Jas. 1:2-4). Third, Isaiah affirmed that God’s 
people would walk and not faint. Our spiritual journeys may be slow and 
plodding at times, but the Lord—who “never becomes faint” (Isa. 40:28)—
gladly supplies us with the strength we need to keep following Him one step 
at a time, one day at a time.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Romans 11:36 says of the Lord: “For from him and through him and to him 

are all things.” How does knowing that the Lord is the source, sustainer, 

and goal of human history renew your hope as a believer? What is one 

area of life in which you need to trust in the Lord more completely?
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God Acts
The one true God is incomparable; He will complete His plan to 

save His people. 

During the time I was writing this session, my granddaughter graduated 
from high school. Her graduation marked a significant family milestone for 
my wife and me, because she is our oldest grandchild and thus the first to 
reach that milestone. The commencement program reminded our family 
of God’s faithfulness as we celebrated the moment together. My wife and 
I could not help but recall the day our granddaughter was born. Now here we 
were watching her as a young Christian woman stepping bravely across the 
stage into the next chapter of God’s unfolding plan for her life. 

The commencement speaker delivered a wonderful and timely address, 
challenging the graduates to begin with the end in mind. The point was for 
these young people to consider carefully what they hoped to be in five, ten, 
or even twenty years down life’s road and to start now in living their lives 
toward those goals. Did they hope to be college graduates with training in 
a particular field of service? If so, they needed to start marching toward that 
goal on the first day of their college experience. Did they dream of having 
a career in which they built a reputation of integrity and made a difference 
in people’s lives? If so, they needed to pursue that dream by showing 
integrity  in their work life from day one. Did the graduates see themselves 
as eventually getting married and having a Christ-honoring family? If so, the 
speaker said, then the graduates needed to understand that such families 
are built step by step and day by day with the end in mind. The speaker’s 
concluding challenge was for the graduates to see the connection of all these 
pursuits to the “end” when all people will stand before the Lord God. The 
time to begin living in faith toward that day is not tomorrow—or in five 
years, or in the sunset of life—but today. Begin with the end in mind. 

Long ago, Isaiah delivered a similar message to the people of God who lived 
in captivity in Babylon and wondered if they had any hope for a better future. 
The prophet declared that the Lord had acted in the past to give His people 
a hope and a future, and He would do so again. Today, we too as followers of 
Christ can be sure that our incomparable God will complete His plan to save 
His people. Even now, we must step out in bold faith and live toward that end!

Session 9   |   Isaiah 46:3-13
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 42:1–48:22

Isaiah 42:1-9 is the first of four “servant songs” in the Book of Isaiah that 
describes the appearance and work of the Lord’s divinely commissioned 
servant (see also 49:1-13; 50:4-11; 52:13–53:12). Bible scholars sometimes 
disagree on the songs’ number of verses, but they overwhelmingly conclude 
these passages are fulfilled ultimately in the Person and work of Jesus Christ. 
The main theme of the first “servant song” is that God’s chosen servant will 
be empowered by the Spirit to bring justice on the earth.

The remainder of chapter 42 is a collection of various oracles. These 
messages emphasize God’s power and righteousness in calling the people of 
Israel into a covenant relationship. The covenant revealed Israel’s God-given 
purpose to open the spiritually blind eyes of the nations by honoring God’s 
name and rejecting idolatry. In 42:10-13, Isaiah exhorted God’s people to 
sing a new song about God’s triumph over His enemies. This is followed by an 
oracle of judgment in which the Lord decrees that His patience will end and He 
will bring utter shame on all who trust in idols (42:14-17). Then in 42:18-25, 
the prophet issued an indictment against Israel because the nation rebelled 
against its role as God’s servant. The Lord allowed Israel to be trampled and 
plundered as a consequence of the people’s sin and disobedience.

Isaiah 43 focuses on the Lord’s promise to redeem and restore His covenant 
people after purifying them from their sinfulness. They are precious to Him, 
and He will bring them home, for He created them for His glory (43:1-13). 
He will liberate them from their captivity in Babylon and make a way in 
the wilderness by which they can return to the promised land (43:14-24). 
Moreover, the Lord will forgive His people’s sins for His own sake (43:25-28).

After promising to pour out His Spirit on His people (44:1-5), the Lord then 
delivered through Isaiah an extensive condemnation of idolatry, exposing its 
senselessness and danger to those who participate in it (44:6-23). Then in 
44:24–45:7, Isaiah returned to the theme of restoration, proclaiming that 
God would raise up and use the Persian king Cyrus to deliver His people 
from the Babylonian captivity and enable them to rebuild Jerusalem.  

In 45:8-25, Isaiah again stressed God’s supreme power, declaring that the 
Lord would bring salvation to His people Israel. The people needed only to 
turn to their righteous God and Savior to be saved.

Isaiah then foretold the downfall of Babylon in chapters 46–47. Babylon’s 
false gods would be sent into captivity, and the once-mighty empire would 
crumble in disaster. Finally, the prophet in chapter 48 returned to the theme 
of Israel’s resistance to God’s grace (48:1-11). God’s people had invoked the 
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Lord’s name but did not obey Him. Thus, they had spent their captivity 
in Babylon because they placed more confidence in idols than in the Lord. 
Nevertheless, God promised that His people would one day experience 
deliverance from their exile. They would depart from Babylon having been 
chastened, forgiven, and restored (48:12-22).  

EXPLORE THE TEXT 

THE TRUE GOD (Isa. 46:3-7) 

Isaiah contrasted the eternal God of Israel to the idols representing Babylon’s 
false gods. The Lord God could carry and rescue His people, while the 
impotent idols of Babylon could only stand motionless, powerless, and silent. 
God was (and is) able to save; idols could not.

VERSE 3

Listen to me, house of Jacob, all the remnant of the house of 

Israel, who have been sustained from the womb, carried along 

since birth.

The command for God’s people to listen (“hearken,” KJV) is plural in form, 
emphasizing that the Lord wanted all of His covenant people (house of 
Jacob) to pay close attention and respond to what He was about to say. The 
phrase all the remnant of the house of Israel points more narrowly to 
those who would survive the coming time of judgment and captivity.

Isaiah reminded God’s people that the Lord had faithfully sustained 
them not only since birth but even before birth (from the womb). David 
expressed a similar thought in Psalm 139:16 when he declared to the Lord, 
“Your eyes saw me when I was formless; all my days were written in your 
book and planned before a single one of them began.” The same could be 
said of Israel as a holy, covenant nation. The Lord had told Abraham that he 
would be the father of a great nation more than five hundred years before the 
Israelites actually entered the promised land and became a nation.

The Hebrew word rendered carried can also mean “lifted up” or “borne.” 
When a child is born, parents must carry her or him until the child grows and 
learns to walk. Isaiah reminded God’s people that the Lord had effectively 
carried them on many occasions as they learned to walk in faith as the 
covenant people. What a wonderful reminder this is for us as believers too! 
God knew about us even before we were born. Moreover, He had a purpose 
for our lives, and He often carries us as we aim toward His purpose. 
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 VERSE 4

I will be the same until your old age, and I will bear you up when 

you turn gray. I have made you, and I will carry you; I will bear 

and rescue you. 

The Hebrew expression rendered I will be the same literally is “I [am] 
he.” It extends the thought from the previous verse that the Lord sustains 
and carries His covenant people. He cares for them from the time of their 
conception until their old age—in other words, from start to finish with no 
lapses in between.  

As I write this session, I am well aware that more of my earthly years 
are behind me than are in front of me. This perspective actually gives me 
a great sense of hope. I am able to look back over the past years and testify 
that the Lord never once forsook me. He has providentially protected and 
strengthened me on every step of life’s journey—even before I was old 
enough to know Him as my God and Savior! If He has been faithful to me 
over all those years, I am absolutely confident He will continue to be faithful 
as I grow old. It is as though the Lord was speaking directly to me (and to all 
believers ) when He promised, “I will bear you up when you turn gray.”

Verse 4 contains three assurances to God’s people based on the truth that 
God is their Creator (I have made you). First, the Lord will carry (“will bear,” 
KJV) His people. The word rendered carry can also mean “to lift or bear up,” 
“to support or sustain,” and “to take away or forgive.” Perhaps the emphasis 
here is that the Lord lifts the burdens that overwhelm His people, including 
the burden of their sins. Second, the Lord promises to bear His people. Not 
only does the Lord take up their burdens on Himself but also lifts up the 
people! Third, the Lord assures His people that He will rescue (“deliver,” KJV; 
“save,” ESV) them. The Hebrew term likely emphasizes physical deliverance. 
That is, the Lord promised to deliver the people of Israel from their captivity in 
Babylon. On the other hand, the promise foreshadows a much greater rescue—
salvation from sin and death that comes through faith in Jesus Christ. 

VERSE 5

“Who will you compare me or make me equal to? Who will you 

measure me with, so that we should be like each other? 

Verses 5-7 record similar thoughts to those found in Isaiah 40:18 and 40:25. 
Isaiah contrasted the eternal, all-powerful God to powerless idols. As in the 
previous passages, the questions posed in 46:5 are rhetorical. The answers 
are intentionally obvious. Nothing and no one can compare to the Lord 
God’s power and glory; in fact, no power on heaven or earth comes close.
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The root of the Hebrew word rendered measure is the same term that in a 
noun form means “parable” (see Prov. 1:6). The function of a parable is to give 
insight into a mysterious reality by likening it to a familiar earthly experience 
or reality. Thus, God was emphasizing how foolish (and dangerous) it was 
to think that a human-made idol could even begin to represent the infinite 
Creator of the universe. The answer was (and is) strikingly obvious that no 
idol, no matter how large or how decorated with gold and jewels, could be 
said to be what God is like. 

Sometimes we forget how truly awesome our God is. God created the 
universe and sustains it by His power (Gen. 1:1-31; Col. 1:16). The heavens 
declare His glory and no one else’s (Ps. 19:1). He even calls all the stars by 
name (Isa. 40:26)! Many earthly leaders past and present have considered 
themselves great, but none can compare for a moment to God’s greatness. 

VERSE 6

Those who pour out their bags of gold and weigh out silver on 

scales—they hire a goldsmith and he makes it into a god. Then 

they kneel and bow down to it. 

Verses 6-7 describe the sad irony of people in Isaiah’s day who chose to 
worship idols. They would pour out their bags of gold and weigh out 
silver on scales to purchase a lifeless statue of their own making rather 
than worship the Creator of the world and all the precious metals within it. 
Further, they then had to hire a goldsmith to fashion the idol into a form 
that supposedly represented a god. The Bible declares that in the beginning 
God created human beings in His image (Gen. 1:26); here were people 
foolishly believing they could actually make gods in their image!

Perhaps the most dangerous aspect of idolatry is that people become so 
deceived they actually kneel and bow down to their idols. They worship 
lifeless statues that have no wisdom, no power, and no answers for life’s 
struggles. In fact, idolatry is more than anything else a form of deifying self. 
An idol basically tells you what you want to hear, what you want it to say. 
This truth is borne out in the New Testament when the apostle Paul taught 
in both Ephesians 5:5 and Colossians 3:5 that greed is a form of idolatry. An 
idol may be either a physical item or an out-of-control desire such as greed, 
but either way it is a form of putting oneself in God’s rightful place.

VERSE 7

They lift it to their shoulder and bear it along; they set it in its 

place, and there it stands; it does not budge from its place. They 

cry out to it but it doesn’t answer; it saves no one from his trouble. 
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The words they lift it to their shoulder and bear it along use essentially 
the same words that appear in Isaiah 46:4 to depict the Lord’s lifting up His 
people and carrying them along. The irony is unmistakable: the Lord lifts 
up and carries His people through life’s struggles; idol worshipers must lift 
up and carry their god on their shoulders! 

Verse 7 may describe festival times in Babylon when the worshipers of the 
Babylonian deities Bel and Nebo took the idols from their temple pedestals, 
paraded them through the streets on shoulder-borne “thrones,” and then 
returned the idols to their temple perches. There each idol would again be set 
… in its place to stand silent and lifeless until the next festival. In contrast 
to the living Lord God who was with His people wherever they went, an idol 
could never budge from its place. Moreover, when people cried out to an 
idol for help, it could only stand motionless and powerless on its pedestal. 
It could not answer anyone; it could not save anyone from his trouble.

THE TRUSTWORTHY ONE (Isa. 46:8-11)

VERSE 8

“Remember this and be brave; take it to heart, you transgressors! 

God’s commands through His prophet to remember … and be brave are 
plural in form, emphasizing again that He calls all of His people everywhere 
to respond. The command translated remember refers to more than mental 
recollection; it denotes bringing something to mind with a view toward 
taking action on it. God wanted His people to be courageous and show bold 
obedience in light of the truth He was about to share with them.

In a parallel command, the Lord directed His people to take … to heart 
His message, particularly in light of their past as transgressors (“rebels,” 
NIV). The Hebrew word rendered transgressors denotes people who have been 
taught God’s ways but choose to rebel against Him and go their own way. By 
calling them to remember and take seriously His message, God was offering 
those who had failed Him a chance to repent. God can and will judge those 
who oppose Him, but He desires sinners to come to repentance (2 Pet. 3:9).

EXPLORE FURTHER

How would you explain to a child the difference between an idol-statue 

and a sculpture or artistic illustration of Jesus? How can a person know if 

he or she has made an idol of something such as money, fame, or political 

power? Why is doing so as foolish as worshiping an idol-statue?
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VERSE 9

Remember what happened long ago, for I am God, and there is no 

other; I am God, and no one is like me. 

Isaiah repeated the Lord’s command for His people to remember—to bring 
something to mind for the purpose of acting on it. In particular, the people 
needed to recall what happened long ago (“the former things of old,” KJV; 
ESV; “the former things, those of long ago,” NIV). Presumably the phrase 
refers to the many astounding acts of God in Israel’s past: the exodus from 
Egypt; the Lord’s providential protection in the wilderness; the conquering 
of the promised land; and, yes, the people’s disastrous loss of the land and 
their freedom because of persistent spiritual rebellion. All of those events 
demonstrated beyond any doubt that the Lord, and He alone, is God (I am 
God, and there is no other; I am God, and no one is like me).

From time to time I like to read some of the past entries in my prayer 
journal that I have maintained for many years. As I mentioned in previous 
sessions, doing this brings to mind past struggles, victories, and decisions, 
but most of all, God’s faithfulness to help me in all those situations. 
Moreover, remembering God’s faithfulness in the past encourages me in the 
present and gives me confidence about the future.

The Lord was not (and is not) one possible answer to people’s spiritual 
predicaments. He was (and is) the only true answer! In Isaiah’s day, many 
Israelites turned to idols and placed their faith in other gods besides the 
Lord. In a similarly foolish move, many people today argue that faith in 
Christ Jesus is only one of many ways to God. But Jesus could not have been 
more precise when He declared, “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one 
comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6).  

VERSE 10

I declare the end from the beginning, and from long ago what 

is not yet done, saying: my plan will take place, and I will do all 

my will. 

In Isaiah 46:10-11, the Lord used several verbs to emphasize and explain 
His uniqueness. First, He asserted that He alone can declare the end from 
the beginning. From the beginning of biblical history, God had announced 
His plan for the nations through Abraham (see Gen. 12:1-3). He was actively 
bringing to pass His plan for the way in which human history would 
conclude. No other god or person had announced from the beginning what 
the future held or what plan was unfolding. The Lord said further that from 
long ago He had announced what is not yet done. In other words, God’s 
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eternal plan included doing things in the present but also anticipated future 
events He would accomplish. He held all of human history in His hands; no 
other so-called deities could truthfully make that claim.

Second, the Lord declared that His plan would take place (“My counsel 
shall stand,” KJV; ESV; “My purpose will stand,” NIV). The parallel statement 
I will do all my will likewise stresses that God would omit nothing from 
His plan. He was the trustworthy One who would accomplish all that He 
determined to do.

VERSE 11

I call a bird of prey from the east, a man for my purpose from 

a far country. Yes, I have spoken; so I will also bring it about. 

I have planned it; I will also do it. 

Third, the Lord announced that He would call a bird of prey from the east 
to accomplish His work. The expression bird of prey (“ravenous bird,” KJV) 
referred historically to Cyrus, king of Persia, who would march against 
Babylon from the east and capture the capital city in 539 BC. Isaiah, speaking 
by the power of the Holy Spirit, had mentioned Cyrus by name in 44:28 and 
45:1. The Lord’s true prophets could speak with such specificity because God 
knew the future and revealed it to them.   

God described Cyrus as a man for my purpose. The word rendered purpose 
is the same word translated “plan” in 46:10; it has the connotation of counsel 
or advice. Isaiah had previously called Cyrus God’s shepherd to lead God’s 
people home (44:28). He even referred to Cyrus as God’s anointed deliverer 
(45:1). The Book of Proverbs tells us that the Lord is able to guide the hearts of 
kings (Prov. 21:1). Knowing God can use even pagan kings for His purposes 
should encourage us to pray for all our leaders (1 Tim. 2:1-4). We might think 
that some world rulers would never recognize or honor the Lord, but Scripture 
teaches that even wicked rulers are not above God’s sovereign purposes. 

Cyrus hailed from a far country. The kingdom of Persia lay a significant 
distance from Judah; nevertheless, when a new major power emerged in the 
ancient world, smaller kingdoms such as Judah often were impacted. Isaiah’s 
words assured his hearers that the Lord God remained in control during the 
transition of power from Babylon to Persia.

The Lord reminded His people they could depend on Him. His words yes, 
I have spoken, so I will also bring it about assured the people of God that 
He would accomplish everything He had promised to do. If He planned it, 
He would also do it. The Hebrew word rendered planned in this verse can also 
mean “formed” or “fashioned.” A related noun form is the Hebrew word for 
potter, someone who fashions clay into a vessel (see Jer. 18:1-2). The verb form 
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appears also in Genesis 2:7 to describe God’s forming Adam, the first human, 
from the dust of the ground. If God’s people exiled in Babylon thought they 
would have to live in captivity forever, they needed to remember that God 
was both faithful and powerful to keep His promises. He would raise up the 
Persian king Cyrus to judge Babylon and let God’s people go home.

Think of some of the most trustworthy people you know. Maybe you know 
people whom you would trust with your life. However, even those people can 
only be trustworthy on a human level. They do not have the power to work 
great plans for the world. However, our God does, and He promises He will 
do so with perfect faithfulness. 

THE JUST ONE (Isa. 46:12-13) 

VERSE 12

Listen to me, you hardhearted, far removed from justice:

As with other examples in this session’s Bible passage (see 46:3,9), the Lord’s 
command to listen is a plural form, thereby addressing a group of His people. 
In particular, He addressed a group that were described as hardhearted 
(“stouthearted,” KJV; “stubborn of heart,” ESV) and far removed from 
justice (“far from my righteousness,” NIV). The Hebrew term translated 
hardhearted literally means “mighty ones of heart.” In this context, however, 
the idea refers not to bravery or strength of heart but to stubbornness. In 
other words, some of God’s people had made up their minds—and refused to 
be convinced otherwise—that the Lord either could not or would not deliver 
them from Babylonian captivity. 

Because these people followed their stubborn hearts rather than God’s 
promises, they were far removed from justice. The word rendered justice can 
also be translated “righteousness.” It refers to right standing with God that 
manifests itself in right living. People do not really believe in justice and 
righteousness if they do not practice it.

Jesus said that His followers would know false prophets by their fruits 
(Matt. 7:15-20). He said prophets of God would do God’s will, whereas evil 

EXPLORE FURTHER

What are some specific ways you have found God to be absolutely 

trustworthy in your life? How do you respond to the discussion that 

God used a pagan king (Cyrus) to bring about His historical purposes 

regarding His people?  
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prophets would not. The Bible also talks about good works and godly living 
flowing as natural outgrowths of our relationship with God through faith in 
Jesus. People whose lives do not display faithful, godly living on a consistent 
basis have little grounds for assurance they belong to God (see 1 John 2:3-4; 
Jas. 2:14-26). 

VERSE 13

I am bringing my justice near; it is not far away, and my salvation 

will not delay. I will put salvation in Zion, my splendor in Israel. 

God further announced to the hardhearted among His people that He was 
bringing His justice near. It might seem to some of God’s people in captivity 
that they would never live under His law or worship in His designated 
temple again. The Lord assured even these skeptics, however, that His justice 
(“righteousness,” KJV; ESV; NIV) was not far away. 

In a parallel statement, the Lord declared that His salvation will not 
delay. The years of Babylonian captivity might be difficult, but they would 
not be endless. In the New Testament era, the apostle Peter had a similar 
message for believers who faced suffering and displacement for their faith. 
Peter reminded Christians that “the Lord does not delay his promise, as some 
understand delay, but is patient with you, not wanting any to perish but all to 
come to repentance” (2 Pet. 3:9). The years of Babylonian captivity were meant 
to turn the people of Israel away from idols and back to the Lord. But the day 
would surely come when deliverance and restoration put an end to their exile. 

The Lord concluded His promise by saying that He would put salvation 
in Zion and His splendor in Israel. The name Zion usually refers to 
Jerusalem in general and the temple in particular. In other words, the Lord 
was promising not only that His captive people would return to the promised 
land but also that the city of Jerusalem and its temple would be rebuilt. 
Moreover, the reference to God’s splendor (“glory,” KJV; ESV) returning to 
Israel emphasized that His glorious presence would again be manifested 
in the place where He promised to make His name dwell (see Deut. 12:5; 
1 Kings 8:13).

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Judgment Day” on pages 944–945 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How can love and 

judgment both reflect God’s character? What would the world be like if 

God ignored humanity’s sin?
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God Comforts
The one true God is compassionate; He comforts His people. 

I am five years older than my brother. When we were young boys at home and 
got into an argument, it seemed that Mom always took my brother’s side in 
the disagreement. Maybe that was just the way the situation appeared to me 
at the time, but my younger brother and I agree to this day that our mother 
was compassionate at heart for the vulnerable. She would always step in and 
make sure I did not use my position as older brother to take advantage of my 
younger brother.

Later, when I grew up, got married, and had children of my own, I watched 
my wife display the same compassion and comfort toward our children 
that my mother had displayed toward my brother and me. The Hebrew 
word that means “to have compassion” is the same root from which the 
word for a mother’s womb is formed. I have often wondered if the ancient 
Israelites made this linguistic connection because they saw their mothers so 
consistently act with compassion toward their young children. Fathers can 
and do show compassion as well, but mothers seem to do so quite naturally.

In the Bible passage for this session, the prophet Isaiah described the Lord 
as the ultimate Comforter of His people. He assured God’s people that they 
could find comfort in knowing God had neither forgotten nor forsaken them. 
As the prophet highlighted the role of God’s servant, he also challenged 
God’s people to proclaim the message of God’s salvation to others. Today, 
we too as believers can be encouraged by knowing that the one true God is 
compassionate. He comforts His people by promising them that He will give 
them His salvation by faith—a message they can share with everyone!  

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 49:1–50:11

Isaiah announced to the distant islands and coastlands the coming of 
God’s servant (49:1-7). The Lord had called the servant from the womb and 

Session 10   |   Isaiah 49:1-13
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concealed him for the right moment. God had determined to show His glory 
through His servant, but the servant despaired that he had toiled in vain. 
Nonetheless, God commissioned the servant and gave him an even bigger 
mission. The servant would not only bring God’s message to Israel but also 
would announce God’s salvation even to the ends of the earth! Kings and 
princes would witness this great work of God and bow down before the Lord 
as they recognized His majesty.

God then reminded His people that He had been with them on every step 
of life’s journey (49:8-13). He would revitalize the promised land and would 
bring home all of His people who were in the darkness of captivity. He would 
provide for them in every way and deal compassionately with them. God 
called on heaven and earth to rejoice as they witnessed His work of salvation.

Some of God’s people thought the Lord had forgotten them (49:14). God 
assured them that was not true, any more than a woman could forget her 
nursing child (49:15). Further, God had inscribed His people on His hands 
and they constantly were before Him (49:16). 

Isaiah then announced that God’s people would be coming home 
(49:17-23). Desolate places would become filled with people—in contrast to 
the dark days of exile that witnessed so much death and misery. The Lord 
promised to lift up His hand to the nations and bring in His people from 
everywhere. God would judge and lead those who followed Him; even those 
who opposed Him would witness His power (49:24-26). 

Isaiah then described God’s judgment. It had come upon God’s people 
because of their many sins (50:1-3). In contrast, the prophet described God’s 
choice servant, who would serve the Lord faithfully and provide a model of 
servanthood for all (50:4-11). The servant served as a faithful disciple and 
faithfully obeyed God’s calling. That calling, however, evoked persecution 
from people who did not understand him, and the servant suffered greatly. 
Nevertheless, he stood strong, knowing that God ultimately would vindicate 
his cause. Isaiah challenged his hearers to look at the servant’s example and 
trust in the name of the servant’s God.

EXPLORE THE TEXT 

INCLUDED (Isa. 49:1-4) 

The servant theme is an important one in the Book of Isaiah. Bible scholars 
have identified four passages as “servant songs,” although they sometimes 
disagree on the number of verses to be included in each song (see 42:1-9; 
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49:1-13; 50:4-11; 52:13–53:12). Isaiah declared that the servant—initially 
Israel (or a faithful remnant)—was called to be God’s messenger before the 
servant was ever born. 

VERSE 1

Coasts and islands, listen to me; distant peoples, pay attention. 

The Lord called me before I was born. He named me while I was 

in my mother’s womb. 

The phrase coasts and islands (“isles,” KJV; “coastlands,” ESV) renders 
a single Hebrew term essentially meaning “habitable places or regions.” 
In effect, therefore, the Lord’s servant was calling on all groups of people 
everywhere to listen and pay attention (“hearken,” KJV; “hear this,” NIV). 
The phrase distant peoples (“peoples from afar,” ESV) is parallel to coasts 

and islands yet makes clear that people groups, not land masses, were being 
addressed. Whereas many of Isaiah’s prophecies concerning God’s salvation 
were addressed primarily to Israel, the covenant people, the messages about 
and through the Lord’s servant extended the hope of salvation to all people 
groups. As such, the servant’s ministry foreshadowed the gospel message 
and the Great Commission (see Matt. 28:19-20). 

The servant began his testimony by declaring that the Lord called him 
before he was born. In a parallel statement, the servant added that the 
Lord had named him in his mother’s womb. This declaration is similar 
to one made later by the prophet Jeremiah (see Jer. 1:4-5). In both cases 
the declaration served to authenticate the messenger’s credentials. In other 
words, the Lord, not the servant, took the initiative to set him apart for his 
particular life’s work. On the other hand, the servant’s calling served to 
validate his authority. He spoke and acted in the Lord’s authority, not his own. 

In Scripture, the idea of being called emphasizes God’s primary role in 
both the believer’s salvation and service. For example, in Romans 8:29-30 
Paul described God’s activity culminating in the believer’s salvation in this 
way: “For those he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the 
image of his Son, so that he would be the firstborn among many brothers and 
sisters. And those he predestined, he also called; and those he called, he also 
justified; and those he justified, he also glorified.” At some point, therefore, 
God called every believer to personal faith in Jesus Christ. Paul also described 
his service as a gospel proclaimer as a calling. He wrote in Galatians 1:15: 
“But when God, who from my mother’s womb set me apart and called me 
by his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son in me, so that I could preach him 
among the Gentiles.” Both in salvation and Christian service, God takes the 
initiative to call people to Himself in faith and obedience.
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VERSE 2

He made my words like a sharp sword; he hid me in the shadow 

of his hand. He made me like a sharpened arrow; he hid me in 

his quiver. 

Having established that his calling and authority came from God, the 
servant then described the way God used him as a divine messenger. First, 
God made the servant’s words like a sharp sword. This imagery is vivid; it 
appears again in the New Testament to describe the capacity of “the word 
of God” to penetrate deeply and to “judge the thoughts and intentions of 
the heart” (Heb. 4:12). In addition, the apostle John in his vision of the end 
times saw the Lord’s mouth as equipped with a “sword” of judgment against 
false teachers (Rev. 2:16) and unbelieving nations (19:15). 

Second, God hid the servant in the shadow of his hand. The act of hiding 
the servant may refer either to divine protection or providential timing—or 
perhaps to both. That is, the servant was always in God’s plan for the world 
but was revealed only for a special purpose at an appointed time. 

The third and fourth images are parallel to the first two in this verse. The 
phrase made … like a sharpened arrow repeats the emphasis that the 
servant, particularly through his words of truth, was an effective weapon in 
God’s dual-faceted plan of judgment and redemption. Similarly, just as the 
servant was kept in the palm of God’s hand until wielded like a sword, he 
also was kept (hid) like an arrow in His quiver, ready to be pulled and shot 
at the appropriate time.

VERSE 3

He said to me, “You are my servant, Israel, in whom I will 

be glorified.”

Some Bible scholars point to this verse as clear evidence that the servant—
at least in Isaiah’s time—referred to the covenant people of Israel or, more 
precisely, to a faithful remnant of Israelites. To be sure, Isaiah had previously 
referred to the covenant people as God’s servant (see 41:8-9). In the fourth 
servant song, however, the servant is clearly presented as an individual (see 
52:13–53:12). Thus, while God called the people of Israel to play a strategic 
servant role in His unfolding plan of redemption, that plan ultimately was 
fulfilled by the Suffering Servant, Jesus Christ. “When the time came to 
completion, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, to redeem 
those under the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons” (Gal. 4:4).

Whether partially through the people of Israel or fully in Christ the Son, 
the servant’s purpose was (and is) that God would be glorified (“display 
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my splendor,” NIV). The root meaning of the verb rendered be glorified is “to 
be heavy or weighty.” It describes God’s majestic presence as powerful and 
unmistakable—except to those who choose to be spiritually blind.

VERSE 4

But I myself said: I have labored in vain, I have spent my strength 

for nothing and futility; yet my vindication is with the Lord, and 

my reward is with my God. 

As God’s servant, Israel would experience times of extreme difficulty and 
self-doubt. Especially during the captivity after 586 BC, many of the exiles 
would wonder if they had labored in vain in their calling. The Hebrew term 
rendered in vain comes from a root word that literally means “to be empty.” 
At times it appeared as though Israel’s hope was empty. 

Further, Israel the servant at times felt that he had spent his strength 
for nothing and futility. The Hebrew word translated spent can have the 
sense of completing or finishing something. In this case, the word describes 
a complete exhaustion of one’s resources and strength. The term rendered 
nothing is the same Hebrew word that appears in Genesis 1:2 to describe 
the empty formlessness prior to God’s creative activity. The word futility 
(“vanity,” ESV) renders a Hebrew term that Solomon used numerous times 
in the Book of Ecclesiastes to describe the pointlessness of everything 
apart from a relationship with God (see Eccl. 1:2; 2:1,11; 3:19; 4:4; 5:10; 6:9; 
8:14; 12:8).  

At the same time, the servant affirmed that his vindication is with 
the Lord. The word rendered vindication is related to the ideas of justice 
and judgment. It describes God’s approval that one day would come to the 
servant. He further affirmed in a parallel statement that his reward is with 
… God. The servant did not elaborate on his situation, but we may assume 
that he was experiencing a frustrating ministry in which few people listened 
to him and many rejected him outright. Nevertheless, the servant was 
confident that one day God would vindicate him and his service.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Servant of the Lord” on pages 1435–1436 in 

the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How did 

Jesus lead through serving? How can a believer who practices servant 

leadership point others to Jesus?

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



105Se ssion 10:   God Comforts

CALLED (Isa. 49:5-7)

VERSE 5

And now, says the Lord, who formed me from the womb to be 

his servant, to bring Jacob back to him so that Israel might be 

gathered to him; for I am honored in the sight of the Lord, and 

my God is my strength—

The words and now (or “but now”) could introduce either a new time period 
or a new purpose building on what had been discussed in the previous verses. 
The phrase says the Lord does not mean the servant is no longer speaking. 
Rather, it identifies that what comes after the phrase is a fresh prophetic 
declaration of the Lord’s will and purpose. The declaration proper comes in 
verse 6. Before the new declaration, however, the servant recalls his initial 
(and continuing) purpose as well as God’s continuing grace.  

First, the servant affirmed that his calling since birth (from the womb) 
was to be God’s servant. He had not been given merely a job or a career; 
he had been given a life purpose. God had formed him for this express 
purpose. What was that purpose? Here the servant revealed his calling in 
more specific terms: to bring Jacob back to the Lord so that Israel might 
be gathered to him. God’s people had gone astray into idolatry, and their 
sin ultimately led to the destruction of Jerusalem and its temple and the 
people’s spending seventy years in captivity in Babylon. Isaiah the prophet 
looked ahead to a time when God would use His servant to restore His people 
not only geographically but also spiritually. 

Bible scholars have noted that the servant’s identity beginning in this verse 
appears to have changed. In other words, how could the Lord use Israel to 
gather Israel back to Himself? One view is that the servant in this case might 
refer to a righteous remnant of Israel. That is, those who during the captivity 
turn from their idolatry and return to the Lord serve to bring Jacob back when 
the Lord restores them to the promised land. An alternate view is that the 
fresh prophetic declaration now foresees a future individual Servant (Christ).

In 49:4, the servant admitted that he faced times of discouragement. In 
the new declaration of purpose, the servant reflected on God’s continuing 
grace in his life. First, he testified that he was honored (“glorious,” KJV)
in the sight of the Lord. God approved of him and his service, and that 
was what mattered more than fame, riches, or worldly power. Second, the 
servant affirmed that God continually strengthened him (my God is my 
strength) in every difficult or threatening situation. In the New Testament, 
Paul reminded the Philippian believers that he (and they) could rely on the 
same divine strength as they served Christ (Phil. 4:13,19). 
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VERSE 6

he says, “It is not enough for you to be my servant raising up the 

tribes of Jacob and restoring the protected ones of Israel. I will 

also make you a light for the nations, to be my salvation to the 

ends of the earth.” 

This verse presents the expansion of the servant’s life purpose in amazing 
ways. The Lord now declared that the narrower focus of raising up the 
tribes of Jacob and restoring the protected ones of Israel was not 
enough (“a light thing,” KJV; “too light a thing,” ESV; “too small a thing,” 
NIV). In other words, God did not want His servant to focus only on bringing 
the captive Israelites back to the promised land. That was part of God’s 
redemptive plan, to be sure; but there was also a much greater redemption 
that needed to happen. That greater redemption would involve more than 
geographical restoration and more than the covenant nation of Israel alone. 

God also planned that His servant would become a light for the nations. 
Even in His call of Abraham (Abram), the Lord had made clear that Abraham 
would become a channel through whom “all the peoples on earth will be 
blessed” (Gen. 12:3). Similarly, Jesus told His disciples that He was (and is) 
“the light of the world” (John 8:12). Further, He taught them (and us) that, 
as believers in Him, Christians are the light of the world whose calling is to 
bring glory to the Father through their lives (see Matt. 5:14-16). 

God wanted His servant to be the bringer of His salvation to the ends 
of the earth. The Lord clearly was talking here about more than physical 
deliverance from captivity in Babylon. Ultimately, God wanted people 
everywhere—Jew and Gentile—to have the opportunity to be forgiven of 
their sins and receive eternal life through Jesus Christ. The good news of 
salvation and a right relationship with God was far too wonderful for the 
covenant people of Israel to keep to themselves. 

VERSE 7

This is what the Lord, the Redeemer of Israel, his Holy One, says 

to one who is despised, to one abhorred by people, to a servant 

of rulers: “Kings will see, princes will stand up, and they will all 

bow down because of the Lord, who is faithful, the Holy One of 

Israel—and he has chosen you.” 

The Lord described Himself as the Redeemer of Israel. To redeem means 
to set free something or someone under obligation or in debt. For example, 
the law provided a means whereby people could redeem a vow that they (or 
someone else) had made (see Lev. 27:11-13; Acts 21:23-24). The Lord also 
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described Himself as Israel’s Holy One. God is awesome and distinct from 
His creation; yet, He reached out in love to relate personally with His people.

The Lord then described His servant as one who is despised and as one 
abhorred by people. The descriptions are similar to Isaiah 53:3, in which 
the “Suffering Servant” is described as not being received favorably by those 
to whom He came. Nonetheless, God’s messenger would become a servant 
of rulers as he carried out his task. Ironically, he received a more favorable 
reception from world leaders—kings will see, princes will stand up, and 
they will all bow down. Isaiah’s words here anticipate a similar idea in 
Isaiah 52:15. 

The favorable response from leaders across the world happened because 
of the Lord and His work in their hearts and through His servants. The 
word translated faithful stems from a verb meaning “to confirm or support.” 
People can count on God’s character being consistently righteous and 
merciful. Out of His righteous character, the Lord had chosen the servant to 
carry out His redemptive plan to the ends of the earth.

VINDICATED (Isa. 49:8-13) 

VERSE 8

This is what the Lord says: I will answer you in a time of favor, 

and I will help you in the day of salvation. I will keep you, and 

I will appoint you to be a covenant for the people, to restore the 

land, to make them possess the desolate inheritances,

The opening words of this verse signify an authentic prophetic message 
authorized by the Lord. The Lord gave the servant four assurances that his 
ministry would be successful. First, God would answer the servant in a time 
of favor. Second, God promised to help the servant in the day of salvation. 
For the people of Israel in captivity, that help would include their deliverance 
from Babylon and restoration to the promised land. Ultimately, this promise 
foreshadows the help God gave Jesus Christ His Son as He endured the cross 
and gained victory over death for the sake of sinners.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Mission(s)” on pages 1114–1116 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How does having a 

mission mindset impact our lives as believers regardless of where and 

how we serve God?
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Third, the Lord promised to keep (“preserve,” KJV) His servant. The 
Hebrew term rendered keep can also mean “care for,” “preserve,” or “guard.” 
Fourth, God promised that He would appoint (“give,” KJV; ESV; “make,” 
NIV) His servant to be a covenant for the people. That is, the servant 
would become the mediator of God’s covenant with His people. 

The servant’s role on behalf of Israel would include two blessings. First, 
God would work through the servant to restore the land. Second, God 
would use His servant to bring the captives home and make them possess 
the desolate inheritances. 

VERSE 9

saying to the prisoners: Come out, and to those who are in 

darkness: Show yourselves. They will feed along the pathways, 

and their pastures will be on all the barren heights.

The prisoners whom the servant would call to come out of darkness and 
show (“be free,” NIV) themselves were the Israelite captives in Babylon. 
Some of them had lived for decades in captivity. One day, however, the Lord 
would deploy His servant to free them and lead them back to their sacred 
homeland. They would then enjoy the spiritual freedom God provided.

The phrases feed along the pathways and pastures will be on all the 
barren heights indicate that God would provide for His people as they 
returned. One would not expect barren heights to provide sufficient grazing 
for herds, but the Lord promised that He would make it happen.

VERSE 10

They will not hunger or thirst, the scorching heat or sun will not 

strike them; for their compassionate one will guide them, and 

lead them to springs. 

The words they will not hunger or thirst addressed the people’s basic life 
needs of food and water. God would provide these necessities for His people 
(see Matt. 6:31-33). Further, the scorching heat or sun would not strike 
them. The Lord would give protection from the desert heat as they returned 
to the land. Most importantly, God would give the people His servant (their 
compassionate one) to guide them, and lead them to springs. 

VERSES 11-12

I will make all my mountains into a road, and my highways will be 

raised up. See, these will come from far away, from the north and 

from the west, and from the land of Sinim.
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The Lord would lead His people home. The promise I will make all my 
mountains into a road echo Isaiah 40:3-5, where God said He would prepare 
a way in the wilderness for a coming day of His glory. Further, the prophet 
announced, Israel’s highways would be raised up. This imagery emphasizes 
that God will “pave the way” for His people to return to their homeland.

Verse 12 emphasizes that the servant’s work of restoration would draw 
God’s scattered people back to the promised land from every direction, no 
matter how distant (from far away). The location of the land of Sinim 
[SIGH nim] is uncertain. Some Bible scholars speculate that the phrase refers 
to the southernmost region of Egypt. 

VERSE 13

Shout for joy, you heavens! Earth, rejoice! Mountains break into 

joyful shouts! For the Lord has comforted his people, and will 

have compassion on his afflicted ones. 

Isaiah concluded this “servant song” with a call to worship the Lord. All 
creation had reason to participate, so the heavens were urged to shout for joy 
even as the rejuvenated earth below was prompted to rejoice. Mountains 
were commanded to join the chorus with joyful shouts.  

Isaiah announced two related truths that comprised the rationale for 
this great worship celebration. First, he announced that the Lord has 
comforted his people. The people had faced the consequences of captivity 
in Babylon but would now see the day of their deliverance and restoration. 
Second, Isaiah confirmed that the Lord would have compassion on his 
afflicted ones. In the day of His salvation, He would vindicate His servant 
and the people who responded in faith to God.

The Bible assures us that God desires to comfort us in our afflictions as 
we go through life. Above all, we need to remember that the great day of 
redemption and comfort still lies ahead. That is the day we anticipate, and 
that is the day of which Isaiah ultimately spoke. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Second Coming” on pages 1423–1424 in the 

Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How does 

the thought of Christ’s return give you comfort when facing trials and 

tribulations in this life? 
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God Justifies
The one true God is forgiving; He justifies believers by taking 

their sin on Himself. 

A modern courtroom can sometimes contain a lot of ritual and drama. All 
the attendees stand in respect when the presiding judge enters to sit at the 
bench. If the trial includes a jury component, twelve citizens are selected and 
empaneled to listen to the case and then render a verdict. The judge assures 
that the trial proceeds fairly and according to the law. A bailiff is present to 
maintain order and ensure that proper protocol is followed. Attorneys for 
both sides of the case then make their arguments, present evidence, and call 
witnesses for testimony and cross-examination. The court recorder records 
all the details of the trial. 

Perhaps the most dramatic portion of a trial comes when the jury foreperson 
stands to read the verdict of “guilty” or “not guilty.” The verdict is a studied 
conclusion regarding the prosecution’s effort to prove beyond a reasonable 
doubt or by a preponderance of the evidence the defendant’s guilt. Until (and 
unless) this bar of proof is reached, the defendant is presumed innocent. Thus, 
“guilt” in the eyes of the law is a condition, not a feeling. 

God is the final Judge of His creation. His character is both perfectly just 
and infinitely merciful. As such, He requires justice and faithful love in the 
people He created. How, then, can God maintain His just nature and yet 
provide a way for sinful human beings to be in right relationship with Him? 
The sacrificial death of Jesus Christ on the cross provided the solution! Jesus 
died in the place of sinners to provide the way in which we could be forgiven, 
declared not guilty, and restored to life everlasting. God, our just Judge, bore 
the penalty for our sins through the death of His Son on the cross.

Isaiah foresaw the coming of this “Suffering Servant” some seven 
hundred years before Jesus’ birth. In Isaiah 52:13–53:12, the prophet gave 
a remarkable description of what Jesus’ life, ministry, death, and resurrection 
would entail. As we focus on 53:1-12 in this session, we will be reminded 
dramatically of God’s perfect righteousness and enduring love for us. His holy 
character declared us guilty of being sinners, but His infinite love prompted 
Him to send His Son to pay the penalty for our sins on our behalf. When we 
believe in Jesus as Savior and Lord, we are declared not guilty forever!

Session 11   |   Isaiah 53:1-12
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 51:1–57:21

Isaiah reminded God’s people in exile of their physical and spiritual roots 
in Abraham and Sarah (51:1-3). The Lord would comfort them when He 
restored Zion. He called everyone everywhere to pay attention, because He 
was about to send His salvation forth to all who would receive it (51:4-11). 
The Lord would restore His people although they had forsaken Him; their 
exile would soon end (51:12-16). They had drunk the cup of God’s wrath, but 
they would not have to drink it anymore (51:17-23). 

God called for His people to wake up and clothe themselves with strength, 
for their day of judgment was over (52:1-6). Messengers would bring the 
good news, heralding God’s coming kingdom as the Lord led His people 
home (52:7-12). Isaiah then described God’s exalted but suffering servant 
(52:13–53:12). The servant would accomplish God’s purpose, although He 
would not travel the worldly path to greatness. He would have a humble 
beginning and know much sorrow; people would not recognize His 
significance (53:1-3). He would suffer for the transgressions of others and 
eventually meet His death, though He had committed no wrongdoing (53:4-
9). However, the One who would become a guilt offering for the Lord would 
live again and receive a great reward from God (53:10-12).

Isaiah then announced the great day of salvation when Zion would grow 
numerous again (54:1-17). No longer would the people feel shame and 
reproach, for God was with them (54:4-5). He had judged them, but now He 
would gather them and establish His covenant with them (54:6-10). Further, 
God would build Jerusalem with splendor, and His people would never 
experience trouble again (54:11-17). 

Isaiah invited God’s people to receive God’s blessing (55:1-5). He 
encouraged them to turn from their wicked ways and seek the Lord while 
there was time (55:6-7). God’s ways and thoughts were vastly beyond those 
of His people. His Word would fully accomplish its purpose (55:8-13).

Isaiah encouraged the people to practice justice and righteousness 
(56:1-2). He also encouraged foreigners and eunuchs who thought they had 
no place in God’s kingdom (56:3-8). Unfortunately, many in the nation still 
had no spiritual understanding and followed their own ways, thinking their 
situation would never change (56:9–57:13). God told them a day was coming 
when He would redeem, restore, and comfort them again. He would bring 
peace to those far away and those who were near. However, He would not 
bring peace to people who persisted in their wickedness. They had no sure 
foundation, and they would not last (57:14-21).
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EXPLORE THE TEXT 

DESPISED (Isa. 53:1-3) 

The first stanza of Isaiah’s fourth “servant song” actually appears in 52:13-15. 
In that stanza, Isaiah announced the exaltation of God’s servant, who 
nevertheless had a disfigured appearance (52:13-14). People who had not 
known the servant would come to see the value of his accomplishment (52:15). 

VERSE 1

Who has believed what we have heard? And to whom has the arm 

of the Lord been revealed?

The verse begins with a question: Who has believed what we have heard? 
Some Bible students suggest that the kings mentioned in 52:15 are the 
originators of this question. Other commentators propose that Isaiah used 
the word we in a rhetorical sense, referring generally to God’s people who 
observed the servant’s work. The second view seems more likely. In this 
view, the implication is clear that even God’s people struggled to accept the 
prophet’s description of a suffering servant. 

A parallel question—To whom has the arm of the Lord been 
revealed?—seems to underscore the people’s struggle to accept that the 
prophet Isaiah truly had received such a revelation. In other words, God’s 
people struggled with accepting both the message and the messenger. The 
idea of a deliverer who suffers did not fit the people’s expectations. 

Taken together, these two questions comprise an interesting introduction 
to the chapter. Isaiah’s questions suggested his audience might have a difficult 
time grasping the truth of what was coming. 

VERSE 2

He grew up before him like a young plant and like a root out of 

dry ground. He didn’t have an impressive form or majesty that we 

should look at him, no appearance that we should desire him. 

The words he grew up before him like a young plant immediately raise 
questions of who grew up and before whom. The pronouns he and him obviously 
refer to different antecedents. In nearly all interpretations, he refers to the 
servant. The pronoun him, on the other hand, could refer either to the Lord 
(mentioned in 53:1) or in a collective sense to God’s people in general. That is, 
the servant’s growing up among the people was not extraordinary as might 
have been expected. He arrived just as any young plant or root would appear 
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out of dry ground. A root comprises the foundation of a plant or tree. The 
word also occurs in Isaiah 11:10, where the Messiah is described as “the 
root of Jesse,” King David’s father. The imagery likely describes the servant’s 
humble beginnings as he came on the scene to provide renewal.

Isaiah had already alluded to the servant’s exaltation and accomplishments 
(52:13-15). However, he now presented three parallel statements about the 
servant. First, the servant didn’t have an impressive form. The word 
translated form usually refers to the physical appearance of a person. For 
example, in Genesis 29:17 the word is used to describe Rachel’s shapely 
beauty and in Genesis 39:6 to describe Joseph’s well-built physique. Isaiah’s 
point was that the servant did not have an extraordinary physical form as 
might have been expected. He looked like an ordinary man.

Second, the servant had no particular appearance of majesty (“comeliness,” 
KJV) that might cause people to look at him with deference and honor. 
In other words, he did not display the normal trappings of royalty or carry 
himself as someone to be lauded. He identified with the common people. 

Third, the servant had no appearance (“no beauty,” KJV; ESV) that 
would cause people to desire him. The Hebrew term rendered appearance can 
refer either to physical appearance or to a vision. The first option—physical 
appearance—did not necessarily mean the servant was unattractive; it 
simply meant his appearance was not extraordinary. 

At this point, Isaiah exposed a dangerous tendency in human beings that 
leads us to blindly miss or reject outright what God is doing and through 
whom He is doing it. As the Lord once warned the prophet Samuel: “Humans 
do not see what the Lord sees, for humans see what is visible, but the Lord 
sees the heart” (1 Sam. 16:7). In the case of God’s servant, the people’s 
tendency to rely on human expectations led people to turn against him.

VERSE 3

He was despised and rejected by men, a man of suffering who 

knew what sickness was. He was like someone people turned away 

from; he was despised, and we didn’t value him.

The two verbs despised and rejected signify the level of hostility the 
servant faced. The expression man of suffering (“man of sorrows,” KJV; 
ESV) signifies one whose life was characterized by grief, pain, and distress. 
The word translated sickness also can mean “grief.” The servant understood 
the depth of humanity’s sickness, whether physical, emotional, or spiritual.

The phrase turned away from literally means “to hide one’s face 
from.” People did not want to look at the servant, let alone have any kind 
of interactions with him. Isaiah reiterated that the servant was despised, 
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and added that people didn’t value him (“held him in low esteem,” NIV). 
The Hebrew word translated value can also mean “to reckon or esteem.” Thus, 
the description emphasizes that people did not consider the servant to be of 
any importance to their lives. 

It is not difficult to see why New Testament writers understood this 
servant song to point expressly to the Lord Jesus Christ. As the Son of God in 
human form, Jesus nevertheless grew up in an ordinary Jewish household. 
When He began His ministry, Jesus did not break onto the scene as some 
great military hero. And because He did not fit the expectations of many 
Jews regarding the promised Messiah, Jesus faced doubt and rejection from 
most religious leaders. That rejection hardened into hostility and suffering, 
leading eventually to Jesus’ death on the cross. As we shall see, however, 
Isaiah also foresaw that the servant’s bitter rejection and suffering would 
provide the way of salvation for those who put their faith in him.  

SUBSTITUTE (Isa. 53:4-6)

VERSE 4

Yet he himself bore our sicknesses, and he carried our pains; 

but we in turn regarded him stricken, struck down by God, 

and afflicted. 

In verses 4-6, Isaiah revealed a startling truth concerning the servant’s 
experience of suffering: the servant would suffer not because of his own 
sins but for the sins of others. Even more startling, the servant’s suffering 
would lead to the healing of others. This amazing truth is the centerpiece of 
the theological doctrine known as substitutionary atonement. The apostle 
Paul expressed this same doctrine in 2 Corinthians 5:21 when he wrote, “He 
[God] made the one who did not know sin [Christ] to be sin for us, so that in 
him we might become the righteousness of God.” 

Isaiah pointed out seven ways in which the servant took our place as 
a substitute. First, he … bore our sicknesses (“griefs,” KJV; ESV; “pain,” 
NIV). Second, he carried our pains (“sorrows,” KJV; ESV; “suffering,” NIV). 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Isaiah described the servant as having no special appearance that people 

would assume Him to be great. What “ordinary people” do you know 

whom God has used to accomplish extraordinary things in His saving 

work? How did these “ordinary people” accomplish those things?
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The Hebrew word rendered carried typically signifies the bearing of a significant 
burden. Ironically—and to their (and our) shameful ignorance—sinners 
regarded the servant’s suffering as evidence of God’s wrath against him! 
They were blind to the reality that the servant’s suffering was on account of 
their guilt, not his. 

VERSE 5

But he was pierced because of our rebellion, crushed because of 

our iniquities; punishment for our peace was on him, and we are 

healed by his wounds. 

Third, the servant was pierced because of our rebellion (“wounded for our 
transgressions,” KJV). The Hebrew word translated pierced signifies being 
stabbed or run through with a weapon. The term rendered rebellion is the 
Hebrew word that refers to willful defiance of God’s law. 

Fourth, the servant was crushed because of our iniquities. The word 
rendered crushed can refer to either physical or emotional collapse under the 
weight of something—in this case, the weight of human iniquity. The term 
iniquities describes human sin in terms of twistedness or perversion.

Fifth, the servant’s punishment was for our peace. This statement 
reflects an understanding of justice as relational harmony and peace. 
Committing a crime against one’s neighbor—sinning against God—breaks 
the relationship and destroys the harmony. Just punishment was required to 
bring peace (Hebrew, shalom) back to the relationship. The servant took the 
punishment required by others’ sins so that peace might be restored.

Sixth, the servant by his wounds (“stripes,” KJV) provided healing to 
others. This statement most likely refers to spiritual healing. The apostle 
Peter quoted this statement in 1 Peter 2:24 to refer to believers’ salvation 
through Christ’s substitutionary death on the cross for our sins. 

VERSE 6

We all went astray like sheep; we all have turned to our own way; 

and the Lord has punished him for the iniquity of us all. 

Seventh, the Lord … punished the servant for the iniquity of us all. 
The emphasis in verse 6 seems to be the amazing reality of the servant’s 
substitutionary atonement in contrast to the universal nature of human sin.  
Three times in this verse Isaiah used the phrases we all and us all. First, we 

all went astray like sheep. Without a shepherd, sheep are prone to scatter 
mindlessly into areas where dangers lurk. According to Isaiah, all people have 
this wandering inclination when it comes to sin. Second, we all have turned 
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to our own way rather than follow God’s way. Paul expressed this truth in 
Romans 3:23 when he wrote, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory 
of God.” Third, the Lord laid on the servant the iniquity of us all. 

Jesus’ sacrificial death on the cross clearly fulfilled Isaiah’s prophetic 
words in this servant song. Jesus did not merely provide an example for us 
to follow. Rather, He actually was the substitute who suffered and died in our 
place, bearing the punishment we deserved.

WILLING (Isa. 53:7-9) 

VERSE 7

He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth. 

Like a lamb led to the slaughter and like a sheep silent before her 

shearers, he did not open his mouth. 

Having introduced the analogy of sheep in verse 6 to describe people’s 
inevitable waywardness, here the prophet drew upon the analogy to describe 
the servant’s submission to his divine mission of substitutionary atonement. 

Isaiah declared that the servant was oppressed and afflicted. By what 
or whom the servant was attacked is not identified. Rather, the emphasis 
is on the servant’s silent acceptance of his oppression (he did not open 
his mouth). In the second half of verse 7, however, Isaiah implied that the 
servant’s oppressors were close to him—his own people in other words. The 
phrases like a lamb led to the slaughter and like a sheep silent before 
his shearers imply actions typically carried out by those responsible for 
the herds—the shepherds of the sheep. These “shepherds” did not truly 
understand (or care) who the servant was, yet the servant did not protest. He 
remained silent and willingly endured the affliction cast upon him. 

VERSE 8

He was taken away because of oppression and judgment; and who 

considered his fate? For he was cut off from the land of the living; 

he was struck because of my people’s rebellion. 

Isaiah further pointed out that the servant was taken away because of 
oppression and judgment. The word translated oppression comes from 
a root verb meaning “to restrain or retain.” Those who opposed the servant 
unjustly attempted to restrain his work. Moreover, the servant’s wrongful 
oppression eventually led to an unfair judgment against him. The rhetorical 
question of who considered the servant’s fate implies a negative answer: 
no one stopped to think that the servant was being unjustly condemned.
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The words cut off from the land of the living are a poetic way of 
saying the servant received the ultimate unjust punishment: he was killed. 
His life was taken from him without protest and without consideration of 
who he was. Indeed, the servant’s death was not a punishment for his own 
wrongdoing—he had none. Rather, he was struck because of his people’s 
rebellion. The people who took the servant’s life were the guilty ones who 
deserved God’s judgment. Yet, the servant willingly and silently took on 
himself the punishment his oppressors deserved. 

VERSE 9

He was assigned a grave with the wicked, but he was with a rich 

man at his death, because he had done no violence and had not 

spoken deceitfully. 

Being assigned a grave with the wicked at death continued the oppressors’ 
willful blindness to the servant’s true identity and significance. It was 
as though the oppressors erected a grave marker that read “Here lies the 
servant—a truly wicked man.” They could not have been more spiritually 
blind! Yet, their attempt to dishonor the servant’s life and legacy even beyond 
death was overruled by a higher authority. 

Isaiah pointed out that the servant was with a rich man at his death. 
This is a paradox: to be assigned a grave with the wicked and yet be with a rich 

man at one’s death. However, the New Testament solves this paradox in 
narrating the events of Jesus’ crucifixion and burial. Jesus’ body was not 
left on the cross to decay. Instead, His body was placed in a new family tomb 
belonging to Joseph of Arimathea, a wealthy member of the Jewish council 
and a secret disciple of Jesus Christ (see Matt. 27:57-61)—that is, until the 
resurrection.

Isaiah emphasized again that the servant died as a willing substitute for 
those who truly deserved such a fate. The servant had done no violence and 
had not spoken deceitfully (“there was no deceit in his mouth,” ESV). His 
death was undeserved, yet he submitted to death on behalf of those who by 
their wickedness and rebellion against God did deserve to die.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read Matthew 26:36-39. How does the account of Jesus’ surrender to the 

Father’s will in the garden enrich our understanding of Isaiah 53:7-9? In 

what sense does life truly begin when we surrender to God’s purpose?
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SACRIFICED (Isa. 53:10-12)

VERSE 10

Yet the Lord was pleased to crush him severely. When you make 

him a guilt offering, he will see his seed, he will prolong his days, 

and by his hand, the Lord’s pleasure will be accomplished. 

Verse 10 makes an astounding statement regarding the servant’s death: the 
Lord was pleased to crush him severely. In verse 5, Isaiah pointed out 
that the servant was “crushed because of our iniquities.” Here in verse 10, the 
prophet used the same verb to indicate the Lord was the source of the servant’s 
being crushed! Moreover, the term rendered was pleased indicates the servant’s 
suffering was not just something God allowed but also was required as part 
of God’s perfect plan of redemption. In other words, there was no other way 
for human sin to be exposed and condemned while also providing the way of 
forgiveness and eternal life for sinners. Jesus affirmed this truth in His prayer 
of submission in the garden of Gethsemane (see Matt. 26:39).

In effect, God provided the servant as a guilt offering (“an offering for 
sin,” KJV; NIV) to satisfy the requirement for forgiveness and appeasement 
of God’s wrath against sin. The servant was the spotless, blameless “passover 
lamb” sacrificed in place of and for the forgiveness of the guilty. Unlike 
the passover lamb, however, the servant would experience an even more 
astounding reality: he will see his seed, he will prolong his days. In other 
words, the suffering servant would live even though he had died. Thus, the 
Lord’s pleasure was never only to crush the servant but also to give him 
life beyond death so that an even greater purpose would be accomplished.

VERSE 11

After his anguish, he will see light and be satisfied. By his 

knowledge, my righteous servant will justify many, and he will 

carry their iniquities. 

After the anguish of his suffering and death, the servant would see light 
and be satisfied. Some ancient manuscripts of the Book of Isaiah do not 
contain the word for light. The sense of the context, however, is that light 
parallels the phrase by his knowledge. So the term probably denotes 
the light, or understanding, of God’s sovereign purpose. In other words, the 
servant would know the greater redemptive purpose of his suffering and 
death: to justify many by carrying (paying the price for) their iniquities. 

This prophecy was fulfilled ultimately in the death and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ. Jesus laid down His life on the cross for our sins. His body was 
buried in the tomb of Joseph of Arimathea. Yet, on the third day Jesus the 
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crucified Savior came forth as the risen Lord. His “seed” are all those who 
believe in Him and thus receive the gift of forgiveness and eternal life through 
Him. Believers are justified by grace through faith in Jesus Christ—the 
righteous servant given as a sin offering for the unrighteous. 

We must be clear that Isaiah’s great prophecy does not mean that Jesus’ 
death and resurrection automatically brings salvation to everyone. Scripture 
as a whole is clear that people are brought into a right relationship with God 
only as they respond to the good news of salvation in Christ with repentance 
and faith. 

VERSE 12

Therefore I will give him the many as a portion, and he will 

receive the mighty as spoil, because he willingly submitted to 

death, and was counted among the rebels; yet he bore the sin of 

many and interceded for the rebels. 

The word therefore indicates that what follows is a description of the results 
of the servant’s atoning sacrifice. First, the Lord will give the servant the 
many as a portion. The Hebrew word rendered portion was often used in 
Scripture to describe an inheritance. In application, then, all believers are 
Christ’s inheritance. And in a real sense, the believer’s inheritance is eternal 
life in Christ. The servant also would receive the mighty as spoil (“divide 
the spoil with the strong,” KJV; ESV). As the victor over sin and death, Christ 
gained as His own possession those who once were slaves to sin and death.

The last half of this verse is a clear statement of the Christian doctrine 
of the atonement. As the suffering servant, Jesus willingly submitted to 
death in the place of sinners. He demonstrated this ultimate sacrificial act of 
love by dying on the cross. In doing so, He was counted among the rebels. 
He became sin (bore the sin) for us that we might be made righteous in 
Him. He interceded for us by taking our place. 

As I write this session, I am in Jerusalem, where our Lord was crucified 
and rose from the dead. Isaiah 53 has never been so poignant a reminder 
that even while I was a sinner, Jesus Christ willingly gave His life on the 
cross so that I—and all who believe in Him—might be declared not guilty!

EXPLORE FURTHER

Some people today believe many different spiritual roads lead to 

salvation. How would you answer that argument as a believer in Christ? 

Read John 14:6; Acts 4:12; Galatians 2:21; and Galatians 3:21 for help.
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God Expects
The one true God is just; He expects His people to demonstrate 

their faith through right living. 

Early in life, I came to realize how much my parents loved the Lord, loved 
each other, and loved their children. One of my earliest memories is of my 
mother telling me about Jesus. I came to realize later how much my spiritual 
heritage shaped me through the years. Unless there was sickness, we 
attended worship services and Bible study every Lord’s Day—all of us. The 
church sanctuary stood directly behind our house, so we could walk there. 
My mom sang in the choir, and my dad taught Sunday School. 

I knew my parents loved me, and I also knew they had expectations about 
my behavior. Whenever we would visit places (especially other families’ 
homes), my dad would review the “Beyer code of conduct” with my younger 
brother and me. We were expected to be polite and mind our manners, not 
drawing undue attention to ourselves. In short, Mom and Dad wanted their 
family to be good guests. My brother and I usually were able to keep the Beyer 
code of conduct. We knew my parents would be pleased if we did, but we also 
knew they would be upset if we did not. Consequences would follow!

Obeying my parents did not make me their son; I became their son by 
birth. However, my parents did expect me to live according to the good 
guidelines they established. So it is with the believer’s relationship to God. It 
is the new birth through faith in Jesus Christ that makes us His redeemed 
children. Still, God expects His redeemed children to demonstrate their 
family relationship through right living. 

In this session’s Bible passage, we find the Lord calling into question the 
religious activities of the Old Testament people of God. They carried out 
certain religious rituals such as fasting, but they did not repent and stop the 
sinful actions they were committing in their communities, businesses, and 
homes. In other words, they pretended to worship the Lord at church while 
they ignored Him in their daily lives. Thus, the Lord would not listen to their 
prayers for help in times of crisis. 

As we study this session, we will be challenged to match our confession of 
faith in Jesus with action. The one true God is just; He expects His people to 
demonstrate their faith through right living. 

Session 12   |   Isaiah 58:1-12
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 58:1–60:20

Isaiah asserted that God’s people needed to understand the depths of their 
sin (58:1). On the surface, it seemed that they sought after God every day and 
wanted Him to deliver righteous judgments (58:2). Yet, the people wondered 
why God did not honor their fasting, so God instructed them about the 
nature of sincere worship (58:3-7). If the people truly humbled themselves 
and became concerned about the needs of others, then God would bless 
them abundantly (58:8-12). God also told the people that if they kept the 
Sabbath that He would bless them (58:13-14). 

God revealed that His people’s sinful actions were what kept them from  
close fellowship with Him (59:1-8). Isaiah confessed the people’s wickedness 
before God, agreeing with the Lord (59:9-15). Justice and salvation were 
far from them, and their transgressions testified against them continually. 
Isaiah then announced God’s work in bringing justice to the world (59:15-21). 
God would pour out His wrath on those who opposed Him, but He would 
send a Redeemer to Zion and pour out His Spirit on His faithful people. 

Isaiah then announced a day when great spiritual light would come to 
God’s people (60:1-3). They would see their salvation as God brought His 
people home (60:4-13). Isaiah then described further the incredible blessing 
God would bring one day (60:15-22). He would make His people a source of 
everlasting joy, and they would know Him as their Savior and Redeemer. He 
would bring peace and righteousness to the land, and violence would never 
appear again. God’s people would possess the promised land forever.

EXPLORE THE TEXT 

TRUE STATE (Isa. 58:1-5) 

VERSE 1

“Cry out loudly, don’t hold back! Raise your voice like a trumpet. 

Tell my people their transgression and the house of Jacob 

their sins. 

Chapter 58 begins with the Lord addressing Isaiah directly, giving the 
prophet not only the message to tell God’s people but also the forcefulness 
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with which Isaiah should speak. The command to cry out loudly (“shout it 
aloud,” NIV) literally means “to cry out with the throat.” The message was 
urgent; it must not be tempered or sugarcoated, because the people’s actions 
deeply offended God. The words don’t hold back (“spare not,” KJV) further 
stress the message’s urgent nature. The prophet’s voice needed to get people’s 
attention like the blast of a trumpet. The Hebrew word rendered trumpet is 
shophar [SHOH fahr], meaning “ram’s horn.” The warning sound of a ram’s 
horn was clear and unmistakable; it was not to be ignored. 

The Lord’s message was an indictment of Israel, the covenant people 
(house of Jacob). Isaiah needed to tell the people their transgression and 
… their sins. The word rendered transgression designates a willful defiance 
of God’s law and commands. The parallel term rendered sins describes falling 
short of a standard—in this case, the standard of God’s revealed expectations 
in the law. Both of these terms emphasize not an ignorance of God’s ways but 
rather a willful rebellion against Him and His ways. 

VERSE 2

They seek me day after day and delight to know my ways, like a 

nation that does what is right and does not abandon the justice of 

their God. They ask me for righteous judgments; they delight in 

the nearness of God.” 

At first glance, this verse reads as though God’s people were truly devoted to 
Him. However, appearances did not match what the Lord could see in their 
sinful hearts. The words they seek me day after day and delight to know 
my ways referred to the people’s frequent but insincere worship rituals. They 
went through the motions as though they were a nation that does what is 
right and does not abandon the justice of their God. They even prayed 
that the Lord would give them His righteous judgments (“just decisions,” 
NIV) when they should have been pleading for His mercy. They yearned for  
the nearness of God when they should have displayed the attitude of one 
humble tax collector who “would not even raise his eyes to heaven but kept 
striking his chest and saying, “God, have mercy on me, a sinner” (Luke 18:13). 
In other words, God’s people in Isaiah’s day had a culture of religious fervor 
but not a faithful relationship with the living God. 

VERSE 3

“Why have we fasted, but you have not seen? We have denied 

ourselves, but you haven’t noticed!” “Look, you do as you please 

on the day of your fast, and oppress all your workers. 
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The perspective shifts in this verse to a direct dialogue between the Lord 
and His sinful people. The people dared to question God’s faithfulness to 
them! In doing so, however, they revealed their gross hypocrisy. Their 
“worship” was halfhearted at best; they performed worship rituals only on 
a transactional basis. Example number one of their hypocrisy was evident in 
they way they fasted. Fasting was (and is) a spiritual discipline designed to 
help worshipers humble themselves before the Lord, seek His presence, and 
focus on His purposes, not theirs. The people of Israel complained that the 
Lord had not seen or noticed (“take no knowledge of,” ESV) their piety. The 
truth was, however, that the Lord saw clearly what they tried to hide beneath 
empty rituals: their selfish, insincere hearts. He saw what they were doing, 
and He was not pleased.

God laid out His accusation against the people—the reason for His not 
blessing them: You do what you please on the day of your fast. Their 
fasting was all about them; it was all about receiving something from God, not 
presenting sincere worship to Him through self-sacrifice. To make matters 
worse, the people of God dared to offer insincere worship “in church” only 
then to go home and oppress all their workers. God’s law clearly prohibited 
taking unfair advantage of others (see Lev. 19:13,33). The people could not 
hide their sinful actions beneath a cloak of insincere worship!

VERSE 4

You fast with contention and strife to strike viciously with your 

fist. You cannot fast as you do today, hoping to make your voice 

heard on high.

The Lord further exposed the people’s hypocrisy in worship. They went 
through the motions of fasting, yet their hearts were filled with contention 
and strife. The Hebrew word rendered contention (“strife,” KJV; “quarreling,” 
NIV) can have a legal connotation of contending with an adversary in court. 
The word rendered strife (“debate,” KJV; “fight,” ESV) has a basic meaning of 
“struggle.” Both terms describe the opposite attitudes that should accompany 
fasting. In particular, congregational fasting ought to be characterized by 
humble unity among worshipers, not division and strife. 

The phrase strike viciously with your fist may well be a literal 
description of some worshipers’ abuse of their workers all the while seeking 
God’s blessings through their fasting. If the phrase was meant figuratively, it 
still gave a vivid picture of the people’s hypocritical attitudes. The Lord could 
see the worshipers’ hearts, and He pronounced His verdict: You cannot fast 
as you do today, hoping to make your voice heard on high. Merely going 
without food was not true worship. When the people fasted and cried out to 
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God yet chose to live lives of disobedience and oppression, He would bring 
judgment and discipline on them, not blessings.

VERSE 5

Will the fast I choose be like this: A day for a person to deny 

himself, to bow his head like a reed, and to spread out sackcloth 

and ashes? Will you call this a fast and a day acceptable to 

the Lord?

Verse 5 presents a long reflective question. The Lord had challenged His 
people about the hypocrisy of their worship practice in regard to fasting. He 
further challenged them to consider the foolishness of thinking the true 
meaning of a fast was simply going through the motions of a few activities—
and insincerely at that. Did the people actually believe the Lord would 
respond favorably to empty worship? The words will the fast I choose be 
like this are set in contrast to the question at the end of the verse: Will you 
call this a fast and a day acceptable to the Lord? In other words, the Lord 
challenged His people to consider that their understanding (and practice) of 
fasting fell far short of the Lord’s expectations. 

To the people, a fast evidently meant nothing more than a day for a person 
to deny himself food, stand for a time with one’s head bowed like a reed in 
the wind, and then spread out sackcloth and ashes on which to sit. Granted, 
these actions were appropriate if they grew out of a person’s sincere humility, 
repentance, and yearning for God’s presence. Without those genuine motives, 
however, the actions were nothing more than empty rituals. 

Done in the right spirit, all these practices would receive God’s favorable 
attention. Nevertheless, they all could be done merely for show as well. Jesus 
provided a similar contrasting perspective in His Sermon on the Mount when 
He instructed His followers not to make fasting a public spectacle for the sake 
of gaining praise from human observers. Believers were to humble themselves 
privately before God instead, so that only the Lord knew they were fasting 
(Matt. 6:16-18). Honoring God, after all, is the essence of true worship.

Hypocrisy in worship was not limited to Isaiah’s day or to Jesus’ time 
on earth. Even today there are people who might profess to be believers yet 
whose everyday lives show little difference from the worldly practices of 
unbelievers. Perhaps they attend worship services on special occasions such 
as Christmas and Easter or when they find themselves in a time of severe 
crisis. Yet, they wonder why God does not bless them for their “worship.” The 
prophet’s piercing questions in Isaiah 58:5 are just as relevant for us today 
as they were to the people of Israel. May we never yield to the hypocrisy of 
thinking that true worship is only a matter of going through the motions! 
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TRUE WORSHIP (Isa. 58:6-10) 

VERSE 6

Isn’t this the fast I choose: To break the chains of wickedness, to 

untie the ropes of the yoke, to set the oppressed free, and to tear 

off every yoke? 

True fasting motivated by genuine humility, repentance, and desire for 
God’s presence results in changed hearts and lives. In verses 6-7, the Lord 
emphasized two major changes that would arise in the lives of those who 
engaged in true worship. First, rather than oppressing others, God’s people 
were to strive to uplift others. The Lord used four related word pictures in 
verse 6 to make this point. People whose lives have been changed through 
true worship strive to break the chains of wickedness. All sin enslaves 
people. Further, people’s bondage to sin tempts those in power to take 
advantage of others who have little or no power. God often used His Old 
Testament prophets to condemn such oppression (see Isa. 1:16-17; Jer. 7:9-11; 
Hos. 4:1-2; Amos 2:6-7; Mic. 2:1-2).

Next, the Lord described the transformed behavior arising from true 
worship as untying the ropes of the yoke. This is a word picture from 
a world in which oxen or other domesticated animals were bound together 
by a wooden yoke to plow a field or pull a heavy wagon. If the ropes were too 
tight, the animals suffered. The Lord called on His people to lessen the yoke 
of oppression on others, not to secure the ropes even tighter!

The word picture to set the oppressed free comes from the world 
of enslavement or wrongful imprisonment. The Israelites had lived as 
oppressed slaves in Egypt until God raised up Moses to deliver them (see 
Ex. 1–3). Moreover, in 586 BC the king of Babylon took many Israelites 
captive when his army destroyed the city of Jerusalem (see 2 Kings 
25:8-12). In chapters 40–66, Isaiah emphasized that the Lord would free the 
Babylonian captives. How could His redeemed people ever oppress others, 
considering the Lord had twice set them free from captivity? 

EXPLORE FURTHER

What are the typical actions you practice in worship—whether in private 

devotions or in a congregation? How do you combat the temptation to 

merely go through the motions in worship? How does God’s Word help you 

engage in genuine worship?
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Finally, God’s transformed people were to be about tearing off every 
yoke. The second word picture described untying the ropes of a yoke. 
Here the entire yoke was to be torn off. From the Lord’s perspective, true 
fasting—indeed, all true worship—should lead to His people’s exhibiting 
holy, gracious lifestyles. 

VERSE 7

Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, to bring the poor 

and homeless into your house, to clothe the naked when you see 

him, and not to ignore your own flesh and blood?

Not only were God’s transformed people to uplift rather than oppress others, 
but second, they also were to actively help rather than ignore the needs of 
others. In verse 7, the Lord gave four examples of how true fasting could 
(and should) go beyond ceasing to do evil and include proactively doing good. 
First, worshipers who were fasting could literally share their bread with the 
hungry. To intentionally refrain from eating as an act of worship can remind 
the worshiper of the hunger pangs felt by those who have no food at all. In 
this way, the act of worship could lead to contributing to or volunteering at 
a ministry for feeding the hungry. 

The exhortation to bring the poor and homeless into your house is a 
second example of helping others. It demonstrates a deep sense of compassion 
and grace toward those who have no shelter from the elements and no money 
to obtain it. Similar to this ministry is the example of providing clothing to 
those who have little or none (clothe the naked when you see him). Jesus 
included this example when He described the actions of the righteous in 
contrast to the actions of the unrighteous (see Matt. 25:35-46).

As a fourth example, God told His people not to ignore (“turn away 
from,” NIV) their own flesh and blood. The apostle Paul similarly instructed 
Timothy that “if anyone does not provide for his own family, especially for 
his own household, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever” 
(1 Tim. 5:8). Paul echoed what the Lord had said many years earlier to the 
people of Israel through Isaiah. Today, we as believers also should pray that 
God will open our eyes to the needs around us and guide us in meeting those 
needs in His name and for His glory. 

VERSE 8

Then your light will appear like the dawn, and your recovery 

will come quickly. Your righteousness will go before you, and the 

Lord’s glory will be your rear guard.
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The Lord then described the kinds of blessings that God’s people could 
expect when genuine worship led them to put their faith into action. The 
phrase your light will appear like the dawn suggests the appearance of new 
life, new hope, and a new future. From beginning to end in the Scriptures, 
light is associated with the creative presence and power of God (see Gen. 
1:2-5; Isa. 9:2-7; John 1:1-5; Rev. 22:5). Second, the Lord promised that His 
people’s recovery (“health,” KJV; “healing,” ESV; NIV) would come quickly. 
In Isaiah 58:3, the people complained because they believed the Lord did 
not notice their fasting. In fact, the Lord had noticed it and knew that it 
was insincere worship. He did not respond to such fasting with blessings 
but with silence. If the people truly repented, however, and demonstrated 
transformed lives consistent with repentance, then the Lord would bless 
them with speedy renewal.

The third and fourth types of blessings that spring from true fasting 
(worship) are built on the analogy of military security. The words your 
righteousness will go before you depict the people’s relationship with God as 
being like an army marching in front of them throughout their lives. Similarly, 
the Lord’s glory would be their rear guard. The concept of the Lord’s glory 
refers to His ongoing majestic presence and power, a promise made explicit 
to Israel in the covenant (see Ex. 40:34-38). With the Lord’s guidance (before 
them) and protection (behind them), God’s people would thrive.

VERSES 9-10

At that time, when you call, the Lord will answer; when you 

cry out, he will say, ‘Here I am.’ If you get rid of the yoke among 

you, the finger-pointing and malicious speaking, and if you offer 

yourself to the hungry, and satisfy the afflicted one, then your light 

will shine in the darkness, and your night will be like noonday.

The words at that time signify the time after God’s people repented and 
embraced His plan for them. The Lord did not want His people to merely go 
through the motions of worship but rather to turn to Him fully. When they 
did, they would no longer have to wonder whether or not the Lord heard 
their prayers. Isaiah declared that the Lord would answer and make His 
presence known to them (Here I am). 

Isaiah emphasized again that insincere worship rituals would not do. 
What was required instead was genuine repentance and faith that resulted 
in changed attitudes and actions. Sincere worship would lead them to get 
rid of the yoke of oppression they were putting on their workers. The terms 
rendered finger-pointing and malicious speaking (“speaking wickedness,” 
ESV) attest to the disharmony caused by blaming others for one’s troubles. 
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Verse 10 echoes the message of Isaiah 58:7 in which the Lord insisted that 
true worship resulted in ministering to those in need. Believers who truly 
encounter the living God in worship, who humble themselves before Him and 
seek His blessings cannot help but be transformed by the experience. They 
begin to see themselves as channels of His blessings, desiring to offer some of 
their bread to the hungry and to satisfy the afflicted one. In this context, 
the term rendered satisfy likely has the sense of easing someone’s burden or 
hardship. Worshiping Christians thus become Christlike in their lifestyles.

Further, Isaiah then echoed the Lord’s promise in 58:8 that restored 
Israel’s light would appear and again shine in the darkness. In a world 
under the dark curse of sin, God’s people would “shine like stars in the world, 
by holding firm to the word of life” (Phil. 2:15b-16a). The words your night 
will be like noonday emphasize that lights appear at their brightest against 
the darkest backdrop. Just as the noonday sun expels all but the least of the 
shadows, the spiritual light of God’s redeemed people leads many who were 
in darkness to “give glory to [the] Father in heaven” (Matt. 5:16). 

Years ago my family and I drove across the state of Kansas at night. There 
were many stretches along the highway of almost complete darkness. But 
every so often, I would notice the porch light of a farmhouse shining in the 
middle of a vast, dark field. That light reminded me of what Isaiah (as well as 
Jesus and Paul) said about God’s faithful people. We are the lights who are 
called to reflect God’s light in a dark and sinful world. 

TRUE SATISFACTION (Isa. 58:11-12)

VERSE 11

The Lord will always lead you, satisfy you in a parched land, and 

strengthen your bones. You will be like a watered garden and like 

a spring whose water never runs dry. 

Isaiah continued to describe the types of blessings God would bring on His 
people when they renewed their relationship with Him. First, He promised 
that the Lord would always lead them. They would know the joy and 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Fasting” on page 558 in the Holman Illustrated Bible 

Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. Fasting illustrates one way to seek God 

and to serve others. How do fasting and other spiritual disciplines (prayer; 

Bible study) help open our eyes to ministry opportunities?
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fulfillment of His ongoing care and guidance. They would never have to 
question whether He was with them or not. Second, the Lord would satisfy 
His people when they experienced a parched land. The word rendered satisfy 
likely means “to ease a burden by giving sufficient help.” The Lord never 
promised that His people would be exempt from all hardship or suffering. He 
did (and does) promise, however, to give His people sufficient help to endure. 
Indeed, the promise to strengthen His people’s bones indicates that God 
will give His people the added strength they need to stand faithfully for Him 
even in the midst of despair and persecution (see 2 Cor. 4:7-10). 

In the second half of Isaiah 58:11, the prophet drew upon two images 
of refreshing water to describe the blessings of spiritual renewal. First, the 
redeemed will be like a watered garden. In ancient Israel, a garden might 
refer to a vineyard or a grove of olive trees. In any case, Isaiah’s emphasis  
was that the redeemed people of God would receive unending spiritual 
nourishment from the Lord. Similarly, Israel’s future would be like a spring 
whose water never runs dry. In a semiarid environment such as Israel, an 
ever-flowing stream was a priceless gift from God. Thus, the Lord promised 
His redeemed people the unending gift of life.

VERSE 12

Some of you will rebuild the ancient ruins; you will restore the 

foundations laid long ago; you will be called the repairer of broken 

walls, the restorer of streets where people live.

Verse 12 describes another aspect of societal restoration. People such as 
Zerubbabel, Ezra, and Nehemiah later were called to lead God’s people to 
rebuild the ancient ruins of Jerusalem’s temple and wall. Isaiah foresaw 
those efforts and also promised that some of the people would restore the 
foundations laid long ago. The foundations to be restored included not only 
physical but also spiritual foundations (see Ezra 7:10; Neh. 13:15-31). In 
time the Lord’s redeemed people would be known as the repairer of broken 
walls and a restorer of streets where people live. In other words, with 
God’s blessings they would embrace covenant life in all of its fullness.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Reflect on rules or guidelines your parents gave you when you were young 

that helped you live a more faithful and fruitful life. How can obedience 

bring joy in life? How does obeying God’s commands bring out the best in 

the believer’s life?
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God Restores
The one true God promises to restore His creation for His people 

through faith in His Son. 

Most people I know like to get something new on occasion. For example, 
I bought my first car when I was seventeen years old. Granted, the vehicle 
had quite a few miles on the odometer; it was not a brand new car just off the 
showroom floor. It was new to me, though. I had begun working at a grocery 
store a year earlier to save enough money to buy a car of my own. So I was 
quite happy on the day I received the keys to my “new” car. 

Some people like shopping for new clothes. Others enjoy giving and 
receiving gifts at Christmas, birthdays, and other special occasions. Still 
other people like gaining new experiences—traveling to an exotic location, 
taking a helicopter ride, deep sea diving, or parachuting out of an airplane. 
New experiences take us to new levels of learning and new places. 

As the prophet Isaiah neared the end of his messages to God’s people and 
others, he described in chapter 65 the new heaven and earth the Lord would 
create one day for the redeemed to enjoy. This new heaven and earth would 
be perfect, without sin or sorrow. God’s people would live in this place and 
experience complete joy. They also would experience prosperity in the form 
of God’s blessing for all eternity. He would be their God, and they would be 
His people. Finally, God’s people would know the peace only the Lord could 
give. They would enjoy that peace for all eternity. Isaiah wrote these words 
some 2,700 years ago. For God’s people today, this means that we are at least 
2,700 years closer to the day God fulfills this promise!

The Bible teaches that God is in the restoration business. He is able to 
restore people who repent and believe in Jesus from lives of sin to lives of 
righteousness, from hopelessness to hopefulness, from despair to joy. When 
that last day dawns, God will restore all His people, ushering in an eternity 
with Him. As we study the Bible passage for this session, let us as believers 
reflect on the awesomeness of Isaiah’s words. God plans for us to live in His 
presence forever. The hardships and pain of this world will vanish amid the 
joys of intimate fellowship with our Creator, Redeemer, and Lord. God is our 
Father, Christ is our Savior, and the Spirit is our Guide. Today is one day 
closer to life everlasting for all of God’s people.

Session 13   |   Isaiah 65:17-25
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 61:1–66:24

Isaiah announced the coming of the Messiah, God’s Anointed One, who 
would bring good news and a ministry of comfort to God’s people (61:1-3). He 
also would herald the favorable year of the Lord. Jesus applied these words to 
Himself after He read them in the synagogue in Nazareth (see Luke 4:16-21). 
Isaiah also predicted a day when Israel’s ancient ruins would be rebuilt and 
God’s people would enjoy favored status among the nations (Isa. 61:4-9). The 
prophet rejoiced that God would cause righteousness and praise to spring up 
among the nations (61:10-11). 

The Lord announced that He would not keep silent until He had 
accomplished the blessing He wanted to bring to His people (62:1-5). God’s 
people would receive a new name that highlighted their favored status, and 
God would rejoice over them as a bridegroom rejoices over his bride. 

Isaiah then described Jerusalem’s appointed watchmen who would 
continue to petition for Jerusalem’s restoration to the Lord (62:6-7). The 
Lord promised He would not allow His people to experience the suffering 
they had before, for the time of their salvation had come (62:8-12). Isaiah 
next depicted God as a mighty warrior marching triumphantly out of Edom, 
where the descendants of Esau lived (63:1-6). The Edomites often had 
opposed God’s people, but now their time of judgment had come.

Isaiah described God’s mercies toward His people across many generations 
(63:7-14). He graciously lifted up His people and carried them. When they 
rebelled against Him, He brought judgment but continued to love them. 
Isaiah called on God to look down from heaven and have mercy on His 
people once again (63:15-19). 

The prophet further invited the Lord to open the heavens and come down 
to His people (64:1-12). The nations would tremble, and God would save those 
who looked to Him. Isaiah saw Israel’s helplessness and spiritual failure, and 
implored God for mercy and grace (64:6-12). 

The prophet further described God’s rebellious people (65:1-7). They 
followed their own ways and provoked God to anger. The Lord would repay 
those who opposed Him, but He would act in mercy on behalf of His servants 
(65:8-16). He would restore the agriculture of the land of Israel. God’s 
servants would prosper, whereas rebels would experience shame. 

Isaiah then announced that God was creating a new heaven and earth 
(65:17-25). The world would become a place of rejoicing, prosperity, and 
peace. The peace the Lord brought would even pervade the animal kingdom 
and the rest of the earth.
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Isaiah described God’s awesomeness (66:1-2).  The Lord ruled heaven and 
earth, yet looked with favor on those who humbly submitted to Him. In the 
days ahead, those who opposed God would receive their due recompense, but 
those who trembled at God’s truth would experience His joy (66:3-6). After 
that, the Lord would bring restoration to the land (66:7-9). He described the 
joy that would accompany Jerusalem’s future (66:10-17). The city’s citizens 
would experience joy, peace, and comfort. Those who continued to oppose 
God would receive swift judgment. 

Isaiah closed with the description of the coming day in which the nations 
would learn of God’s glory (66:18-24). Foreigners would come to Jerusalem to 
worship Him, but God would also send His messengers to the distant lands 
to proclaim His glory among the nations who had not known Him before.

EXPLORE THE TEXT 

A PLACE OF JOY (Isa. 65:17-20) 

VERSE 17

“For I will create a new heaven and a new earth; the past events 

will not be remembered or come to mind.

God announced through His prophetic servant Isaiah what He planned to 
do in the times ahead. The Lord’s words I will create a new heaven and a 
new earth pointed both to the past and to the future. In Genesis 1:1, we read 
that “in the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” Everything 
began with Him, and everything that exists does so because He created it 
and assigned it a place in the universe. The apostle Paul confirmed that the 
Lord not only created the universe but also sustains it by His power (see Col. 
1:16-17). He created the stars and knows them all by name (see Isa. 40:25-26). 

Sadly, because of sin’s entrance into the world by Adam and Eve’s 
disobedience, creation fell under God’s judgment (see Gen. 3:17). Human 
beings chose to sin, but the whole creation suffered consequences as a result 
of their sin. In fact, the apostle Paul wrote that the whole created order longs 
for the day of God’s redemption (see Rom. 8:22). 

Isaiah’s announcement of a new heaven and a new earth also looked 
ahead to a great day when God would usher in life at a level people had never 
before experienced. One of the striking realities in the new heaven and … 

earth will be that past events will not be remembered. All the happenings 
of this age—in particular, the failures, the sad moments, the sorrows—will 
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be forgotten. In fact, they will not even come to mind. People quickly will 
forget the painful past as they experience God’s new, redeemed universe.

The apostle John used imagery from Isaiah 65:17 when he described the 
new heaven and earth that God has in store for His people in the end time 
(see Rev. 21:1-5). John saw a new Jerusalem descending from heaven. He 
heard God announce that His permanent dwelling will be with His redeemed 
people forever. They will be His people; He will be their God, and death will 
be no more. He will make all things new!

VERSE 18

Then be glad and rejoice forever in what I am creating; for I will 

create Jerusalem to be a joy and its people to be a delight. 

God then told His people to be glad and rejoice forever in what I am 
creating. The word translated creating is the same word that appears in 
Genesis 1:1 to describe God’s first creative activity. This new creation, 
however, will endure forever. The Book of Job reveals that “the morning stars” 
and “sons of God” (probably angels) celebrated the first creation (Job 38:7). 
When the new creation is fully revealed, the redeemed people of God will 
join in the celebration as well. 

God further declared that He will create Jerusalem to be a joy. The 
city of Jerusalem to this day holds an important role in the hearts and 
traditions of three world religions—Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. 
I have led many study tours to the holy land over the years, and I, like many 
of my students, always sense the special role that Jerusalem has for my 
faith. From my standpoint as a Christian, the city feels like home even 
though I have never lived there or been a citizen of Israel. Jerusalem is the 
city where my Lord and Savior Jesus Christ died on the cross and rose from 
the dead. It is the place where the Holy Spirit descended on the church in 
power and propelled the first believers to take the gospel to all the nations. 
Some twenty centuries later, the gospel reached me in the United States of 
America, and I too became a child of God in the worldwide spiritual family 
that started in Jerusalem.

God affirmed that in the new creation, He will take Jerusalem to a new 
level of celebration and joy and its people will be a delight. In years past, 
some had viewed God’s people as troublemakers (see Ezra 4:7-16). However, 
in the age to come, they will have a place of honor.

VERSE 19

I will rejoice in Jerusalem and be glad in my people. The sound of 

weeping and crying will no longer be heard in her.  
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God added the assurance that He will rejoice in Jerusalem and be glad in 
His people. Verses 17-18 focused on the people’s response to God’s time of 
blessing. Verse 19 shifts to reveal God’s response to His own work—He too 
will celebrate what He has done. God’s people will celebrate Him, to be sure. 
Yet, He also will celebrate the new creation! 

At this time in my life, I enjoy giving gifts at Christmas even more than 
receiving them. I especially love to see the excitement on my grandchildren’s 
faces when they open the gifts I give them. How much more deeply and 
meaningfully will the Lord of creation and redemption find joy in the new 
creation when He sees His people celebrate what He has done for them!

Part of the celebration, of course, will be the absence of certain things 
that constantly distressed the former world. Thus, the Lord promised that 
the sound of weeping and crying will no longer be heard in [Jerusalem]. 
Weeping and crying were commonly associated with death, grief, loss, sickness, 
and pain. The Lord’s promise of an absence of weeping and crying meant that 
all of the causes would be gone as well. In the new creation death, grief, loss, 
sickness, and pain will be no more (see Rev. 21:4).

VERSE 20

In her, a nursing infant will no longer live only a few days, or 

an old man not live out his days. Indeed, the one who dies at a 

hundred years old will be mourned as a young man, and the one 

who misses a hundred years will be considered cursed. 

Some Bible interpreters wonder why the Lord would describe possible 
situations of death in Isaiah 65:20 when He had just implied in the previous 
verse that there would be no more death in the new creation. Some Bible 
scholars point out that in the Old Testament prophetic books the Lord used 
the language and understanding of the prophets’ times when pointing to 
greater realities revealed in the New Testament. In this view, verse 20 
thus points toward the New Testament reality of death’s total absence by 
describing it in terms the people of Isaiah’s day would readily understand. 

First, in a world and time in which high infant mortality rates were often 
the norm, the Lord promised that a nursing infant will no longer live only 
a few days. Every newborn will survive and thrive in life in the new creation. 

Second, the latter end of life’s spectrum will also be extended beyond 
the Old Testament world’s norms. While the human age span prior to the 
worldwide flood often was hundreds of years (see Gen. 5), Psalm 90:10 states 
more typically, “Our lives last seventy years or, if we are strong, eighty years. 
Even the best of them are struggle and sorrow; indeed, they pass quickly and 
we fly away.” In the new creation, however, even a lifespan of one hundred 
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years will be considered as just getting started! The words one who misses 
a hundred years will be considered cursed emphasize that in the new 
creation, long life beyond all human expectations will be the common 
experience. Whoever fell short of this new norm would be presumed to have 
received God’s judgment. 

An alternate view of Isaiah 65:17-23 suggests that these verses foreshadow 
the life of God’s people during the millennial reign of Christ on earth as 
depicted in Revelation 20:1-6. At the conclusion of that one-thousand-
year reign, the Lord will then carry out His “great white throne” judgment 
in which “Death and Hades” as well as “anyone whose name was not found 
written in the book of life” are “thrown into the lake of fire” (Rev. 20:7-15). 
Following the millennial reign and final judgment is when the new heaven 
and new earth, including the new Jerusalem, comes down “out of heaven 
from God, prepared like a bride adorned for her husband” (Rev. 21:1-2). In 
both interpretations, there is agreement that the new creation will be a time 
of overwhelming victory for God and for His people. Believers can live with 
confidence and hope, because we know that one day God will create a new 
heaven and a new earth. Believers who have faced many difficult hardships 
can take confidence that one day God will wipe every tear from their eyes. 
Those who have experienced many blessings in this life can know that what 
is to come will be greater and better by far. The greatest blessing of all will 
come in seeing our Creator and Redeemer face to face. 

A PLACE OF PROSPERITY (Isa. 65:21-23) 

VERSE 21

People will build houses and live in them; they will plant 

vineyards and eat their fruit. 

The Lord then described the enduring lifestyles the citizens of the new 
creation would enjoy in that day. Verse 21 depicts what might be described 
as two ordinary expectations. First, people will build houses and live in 
them. In a stable culture undisturbed by threats of invasion and injustice, 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Joy” on pages 934–935 in the Holman Illustrated 

Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What are the similarities between 

happiness and joy as the Bible defines joy? In what sense is joy an attitude 

and in what sense is it an emotion?
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this is what a family might expect to do—build a house and live securely 
in it throughout their lives. Second, people in a stable culture could expect 
to plant vineyards and eat their fruit. That is, there would be a high 
expectation that families could succeed in providing food as well as shelter 
for themselves and their children. 

Why would the Lord make so much of these two promises as blessings 
in the new creation? If the two subsequent verses suggest an answer to this 
question, the Lord emphasized these blessings because the people of Isaiah’s 
day would have been all too familiar with the disruption and suffering 
caused by enemy invasions and cultural collapse. Indeed, most of the people 
of Judah who survived the Babylonian invasion and destruction of 586 BC 
would have to live hand-to-mouth for decades as captives or refugees. It 
would be a blessing indeed for God to provide His people with a new creation 
in which a stable, righteous culture endured forever!

VERSE 22

They will not build and others live in them; they will not plant 

and others eat. For my people’s lives will be like the lifetime of 

a tree. My chosen ones will fully enjoy the work of their hands. 

If verse 21 presents the positive aspects of a stable, righteous society, then 
verse 22 presents the same truth but from a negative viewpoint. That is, 
God’s redeemed people in His new creation will no longer suffer the kinds of 
threats to their everyday lives that they once suffered. They will not build 
houses for themselves only to have others confiscate their houses and live 
in them. Moreover, they will not plant vineyards and crops only to watch 
helplessly as marauders or invading armies plunder their food at harvest 
time. Interestingly, Deuteronomy 28:30 specifically includes these two 
tragedies among the curses for breaking the covenant. In the new creation, 
however, God’s redeemed people will never again experience those curses.  

Again, the Lord used a commonly understood image—the lifetime of 
a tree—to emphasize the stability and immeasurably long life that His 
people will experience in the new creation. The blessing will be lasting, 
not temporary. There will be no disruptions or threats to their lives and 
livelihoods; they will fully enjoy the work of their hands. 

VERSE 23

They will not labor without success or bear children destined for 

disaster, for they will be a people blessed by the Lord along with 

their descendants. 
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In this verse the Lord continued to describe the blessings of the new creation 
in terms the Old Testament people of Israel would understand. In the new 
earth, for example, God’s people will not labor without success (“not labor 
in vain,” KJV; ESV; NIV). Their work will succeed in providing them a secure 
livelihood. Further, families will not bear children destined for disaster. 
Surely nothing was more devastating for Israelite parents in Isaiah’s day 
than to think their children would have to suffer starvation, homelessness, 
terror, and slavery—if not death—in the upcoming disaster when God used 
Babylon to punish His disobedient people. In the new creation, however, 
God’s people will never face such horrors. 

Finally, the Lord affirmed that in the new creation His people will be 
a people blessed by the Lord along with their descendants. Some Bible 
students have raised the question of whether this passage implies that the 
redeemed people of God will marry and bear children in the age to come. 
Jesus answered this question when He said, “The children of this age marry 
and are given in marriage. But those who are counted worthy to take part in 
that age and in the resurrection from the dead neither marry nor are given 
in marriage. For they can no longer die, because they are like angels and are 
children of God, since they are children of the resurrection” (Luke 20:34-36). 
Thus, the emphasis in Isaiah 65:23 was likely not intended to define precise 
social relationships in the new creation but to declare the absolute absence 
of the kinds of horrors people suffered in the present evil age. In the age to 
come, sin’s curse is gone; God’s blessing reigns forever!

A PLACE OF PEACE (Isa. 65:24-25)

VERSE 24

Even before they call, I will answer; while they are still speaking, 

I will hear.  

In verses 24-25, the Lord did go on to describe in general terms the relationship 
He would have with His people in the new creation. First, He affirmed that 
even before they call, I will answer. This is an amazing promise—similar 
to Jesus’ assuring words concerning prayer to His followers that “your Father 
knows the things you need before you ask him” (Matt. 6:8).

Second, the Lord affirmed that in the new creation He will hear the 
prayers of His people while they are still speaking. Not only does God 
already know what His people need but also the engagement of prayer will 
be like a direct, face-to-face conversation. 

Both of these promises emphasize the close relationship God will have 
with His people in the new creation. In this life, the closest example of 
such a relationship that I am aware of is the relationship of loving spouses. 
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For example, I am amazed at times when my wife and I seem to know 
what each other is thinking. Or we are able to finish each other’s sentences 
because we know each other so well. If such a close relationship is possible for 
spouses in this life, how much more can we as believers anticipate our close 
relationship with the One who created and redeemed us for His glory! 

VERSE 25

The wolf and the lamb will feed together, and the lion will eat 

straw like cattle, but the serpent’s food will be dust! They will 

not do what is evil or destroy on my entire holy mountain,” says 

the Lord. 

The Lord then emphasized that the new creation would feature peace not only 
between the Creator and His people but also between creatures that formerly 
related as wild predators and domesticated prey. Wolves will no longer kill 
sheep; instead, the wolf and the lamb will feed together. Similarly, lions 
will no longer feed on other animals; instead, the lion will eat straw like 
cattle. In the new age of peace, former enemies will live together in harmony.

One apparent exception to the picture of peace involves the serpent: the 
serpent’s food will be dust. This seems to be a clear reference to the Lord’s 
curse on the serpent in the garden of Eden (see Gen. 3:14). Thus, the mention 
in Isaiah 65:25 probably refers to the final and permanent destruction of 
evil and its agent, Satan. This interpretation may well be supported by the 
subsequent promise that in the new creation no creatures will do what is 
evil or destroy on my entire holy mountain. 

In the Old Testament context, the phrase my … holy mountain usually 
refers to Jerusalem in general or to the Lord’s temple in particular. In the 
new creation—as seen in the apostle John’s vision in Revelation—there 
is a new Jerusalem but no new temple. As John explained, “I did not see 
a temple in it, because the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb are its 
temple” (Rev. 21:22). When every aspect of this universe aligns with God’s 
perfect design for it, the world will know peace at a level it never has before. 
It is this kind of peace that will prevail in the age to come. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Peace” on pages 1233–1234 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How does the peace that 

Jesus gives believers differ from the world’s notion of peace? How can 

Christians have His peace even in tumultuous times?

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



Mt. Ebal

Mt. Tabor

Mt. Hermon

Mt. Carmel

Mt. Gerizim

Sidon

Tyre
Dan

Samaria

Gaza

Raphia

Beersheba

Bethel

Abel-meholah

Tishbe

Gilgal

Elkosh

Gath-
hepher

Jerusalem

Kir-hareseth

Damascus

Arad

Rabbah
(Amman)

Kedesh
Hazor

Beth-shan

Acco

Dor
Megiddo

Shiloh
Joppa

Ashdod
Ashkelon

Tamar

En-gedi

Lachish

Medeba

Ashtaroth

Gerar

Hebron

Moresheth-
gath

Mizpah

Azekah

Anathoth
Ramah

Tekoa

Sea of
Galilee

MEDITERRANEAN

SEA

  DEAD
SEAN

. B
e
so

r 

W

. el-Arish 

 Zered  R. 

Arnon R. 

  Jabbok  R. 

Jo
rd

a
n

  
R

. 
 Yarm

uk    R. 

Pharpar R. 

  Litani R
. 

Abana R. 

EDOM

MOAB

A M M O N

ARAM

J U D A H

I S R A E L

  P
H

IL
IS

T
IA

 

  
P
H

O
E
N

IC
IA

 

N

e
g

e
b

 

S h e p h e l a
h

 

A
r

a
b

a
h

 

36 E35 E

35 E 34 E 

32 N 

33 N 

31 N 

32 N 

33 N 

36 E

Micah condemns corrupt
leaders in Jerusalem

Amos’s 
homeland 

Isaiah advises 
Ahaz and Hezekiah 

in attack against 
Jerusalem

Hosea’s
 homeland?  

Amos denounces the social sins
of Israel and warns of God’s

impending judgment

Hosea’s marriage portrays
Israel’s faithlessness
to Yahweh; predicts

Assyria will destroy Israel

0 10 20 30 Miles

0 10 20 30 Kilometers

Prophets of the Eighth Century

“ Prophets of the Eighth Century” is adapted from the Holman 
Bible Atlas (Nashville: Holman Reference, 2014), 72.  
Used by permission.
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If there is one prophetic book people are familiar with, it is the Book of 

Isaiah. This is due, in part, to the fact that the New Testament quotes 

Isaiah extensively. Yet many do not understand the full scope of what it 

meant to be God’s prophet. Isaiah was not a mere delivery person giving 

someone a certified letter. He felt for his people. He longed for their 

redemption and hurt at the prospect of their judgment by God. But he 

also exulted in God’s saving work. The knowledge that God was working 

toward the redemption of His people gave Isaiah hope to continue his 

mission when it would otherwise have been completely distasteful. 

Isaiah is one of the Bible’s most majestic books, and in studying it we 

too will find reason to hope in the everlasting power and glory of God.
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