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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 (vv. 5-6). He would do so 

“willingly” (v. 12) to provide the way of salvation for sinful people.

Without question, Isaiah was pointing to Jesus. That the prophet could speak about 

Jesus in such detail testifies to the divine origin and trustworthiness of Scripture. 

Also, it reveals that 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 meI am the way, the truth, and the life: no man cometh unto the Father, but by 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.

JESUS
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Blake Hearson wrote the Bible commentary for this study of 
Isaiah. Dr. Hearson is associate professor of Old Testament and 
Hebrew at Midwestern Theological Seminary in Kansas City, 
Missouri. He earned his doctorate and a Master of Philosophy 
degree in Hebraic and Cognate Studies from Hebrew Union 
College in Cincinnati, Ohio. He also holds a Master of Divinity 
degree from Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary and Master 
and Bachelor of Arts degrees from Wheaton College.

Dwayne McCrary wrote the teaching plans for sessions 1-4. 
He is the team leader for Explore the Bible at LifeWay Christian 
Resources in Nashville, Tennessee. Dwayne holds a D.Ed.Min. 
from New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary. He is married to 
Lisa and has two children and two grandchildren.

Nikki Wilbanks wrote the teaching plans for sessions 5-13. She 
grew up in Tennessee before studying literature at Pepperdine 
University. After graduation, she remained in Southern 
California, enjoying a decade-long career as a commercial real 
estate appraiser and investor. Having returned to Tennessee 
with her husband, she is now thrilled to be a stay-at-home mom, 
writer, and Bible study teacher. 

Explore the Bible 
Adult Leader Guide 
Fall 2020 
Volume 7, Number 1

Mike Livingstone 
Content Editor

Dwayne McCrary 
Team Leader

Ken Braddy 
Manager, Adult Ongoing 
Bible Studies

Brandon Hiltibidal 
Director, Groups Ministry

Send questions/comments to: 
Content Editor, Explore the Bible:  
Adult Leader Guide 
One LifeWay Plaza 
Nashville, TN 37234-0175

Printed in the United States  
of America

MEET THE WRITERS

Explore the Bible: Adult Leader Guide CSB (ISSN 1930-5877; Item 005075122) is published quarterly 
by LifeWay, One LifeWay Plaza, Nashville, TN 37234 Ben Mandrell, President. © 2020 LifeWay 
Christian Resources. 

For ordering or inquiries visit www.lifeway.com, or write LifeWay Church Resources Customer Service, 
One LifeWay Plaza, Nashville, TN 37234-0113. For subscriptions or subscription address changes 
email subscribe@lifeway.com, fax 615.251.5818, or write to the above address. For bulk shipments 
mailed quarterly to one address, email orderentry@lifeway.com, fax 615.251.5933 or write to the 
above address 

We believe that the Bible has God for its author; salvation for its end; and truth, without any mixture 
of error, for its matter and that all Scripture is totally true and trustworthy. To review LifeWay’s 
doctrinal guideline, please visit LifeWay.com/doctrinalguideline.

All Scripture quotations are taken from the Christian Standard Bible®, Copyright 2020 by Holman 
Bible Publishers. Used by permission.

The suggestions in this resource for pronouncing Bible names are from That’s Easy for You to Say: 
Your Quick Guide to Pronouncing Bible Names by W. Murray Severance, © 1997 by Broadman & 
Holman Publishers. Used by permission.

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



E        B   5

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

A WORD FROM THE TEAM LEADER
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Ahaz [AY haz]—evil king of Judah who participated in idolatrous practices (2 Kings 16:3); 
father of Hezekiah; contemporary of Isaiah

Assyria [uh SIHR ih uh]—a powerful nation that conquered the Northern Kingdom 
of Israel in 722 BC; invaded all the fortified cities of the Southern Kingdom of Judah 
except Jerusalem, and demanded tribute payments from Judah’s king, Hezekiah 
(2 Kings 18:14-26)

Chaldeans [kal DEE uhnz]—a people group who occupied an area of southern Babylon 
where the Tigris River and Euphrates River meet; “Chaldean” became synonymous with 
“Babylonian” in the Old Testament

Ephraim [EE fra ihm]—one of the tribes of Israel but by the time of the prophets came to 
be synonymous with the Northern Kingdom

Hezekiah [HEZ ih kigh uh]—son and successor of Ahaz as king of Judah; a good king 
who initiated religious reform in Jerusalem; his name means “Yahweh is my strength”; 
a contemporary of Isaiah

Sennacherib [suh NAK uh rib]—Assyrian king who overran all the fortified cities of 
Judah except Jerusalem, then demanded tribute payments from King Hezekiah of Judah

Seraphim [SEHR uh fim]—winged, angelic creatures; their name means “burning ones”; 
mentioned only in Isaiah (6:2-6) and Ezekiel (1:4-28; 10:3-22) 

Sidon [SIGH duhn]—an ancient city, founded long before the Israelites entered Canaan; 
located on the Mediterranean coast, Sidon and Tyre were centers of sea trade

Tyre [TIGHR]—a major city situated on the Mediterranean coast north of Israel; was 
a major port for trade and an extremely wealthy place with a great deal of influence; its 
people were known as skilled seafarers

Uzziah [uh ZIGH uh]—king of Judah and contemporary of Isaiah; also called Azariah; 
a relatively good king who did “what was right in the Lord’s sight,” with the exception of 
failing to remove the high places (2 Kings 15:3-4) 

Zion [ZIGH uhn]—First mentioned in 2 Samuel 5:7, the term Zion was used by biblical 
writers in a number of ways, including: the fortified hill of pre-Israelite Jerusalem 
(2 Sam. 5:6-9), the temple mount (Ps. 2:6), the whole city of Jerusalem (Ps. 126:1; Isa. 
10:12), the whole nation of Judah (Isa. 1:27), and the heavenly Jerusalem (Isa. 59:20; 60:14; 
Heb. 12:22; Rev. 14:1).

Terms listed here are identified in the Bible commentary with a dot (•).

WORD WISE
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SEPTEMBER 

 ❏ 1. Isaiah 1:1-15

 ❏ 2. Isaiah 1:16-31

 ❏ 3. Isaiah 2:1-11

 ❏ 4. Isaiah 2:12-22

 ❏ 5. Isaiah 3:1-15

 ❏ 6. Isaiah 3:16-26

 ❏ 7. Isaiah 4:1–5:7

 ❏ 8. Isaiah 5:8-30

 ❏ 9. Isaiah 6:1-13

 ❏ 10. Isaiah 7:1-19

 ❏ 11. Isaiah 7:20–8:10

 ❏ 12. Isaiah 8:11-22

 ❏ 13. Isaiah 9:1-21

 ❏ 14. Isaiah 10:1-19

 ❏ 15. Isaiah 10:20-34

 ❏ 16. Isaiah 11:1-16

 ❏ 17. Isaiah 12:1-6

 ❏ 18. Isaiah 13:1-22

 ❏ 19. Isaiah 14:1-23

 ❏ 20. Isaiah 14:24-32

 ❏ 21. Isaiah 15:1-9

 ❏ 22. Isaiah 16:1-14

 ❏ 23. Isaiah 17:1-14

 ❏ 24. Isaiah 18:1-7

 ❏ 25. Isaiah 19:1-15

 ❏ 26. Isaiah 19:16–20:6

 ❏ 27. Isaiah 21:1-17

 ❏ 28. Isaiah 22:1-14

 ❏ 29. Isaiah 22:15-25

 ❏ 30. Isaiah 23:1-18

OCTOBER 

 ❏ 1. Isaiah 24:1-15

 ❏ 2. Isaiah 24:16-23

 ❏ 3. Isaiah 25:1-12

 ❏ 4. Isaiah 26:1-13

 ❏ 5. Isaiah 26:14-21

 ❏ 6. Isaiah 27:1-13

 ❏ 7. Isaiah 28:1-13

 ❏ 8. Isaiah 28:14-29

 ❏ 9. Isaiah 29:1-14

 ❏ 10. Isaiah 29:15-24

 ❏ 11. Isaiah 30:1-17

 ❏ 12. Isaiah 30:18-33

 ❏ 13. Isaiah 31:1-9

 ❏ 14. Isaiah 32:1-20

 ❏ 15. Isaiah 33:1-16

 ❏ 16. Isaiah 33:17-24

 ❏ 17. Isaiah 34:1-17

 ❏ 18. Isaiah 35:1-10

 ❏ 19. Isaiah 36:1-22

 ❏ 20. Isaiah 37:1-20

 ❏ 21. Isaiah 37:21-38

 ❏ 22. Isaiah 38:1-14

 ❏ 23. Isaiah 38:15-22

 ❏ 24. Isaiah 39:1-8

 ❏ 25. Isaiah 40:1-17

 ❏ 26. Isaiah 40:18-31

 ❏ 27. Isaiah 41:1-10

 ❏ 28. Isaiah 41:11-29

 ❏ 29. Isaiah 42:1-13

 ❏ 30. Isaiah 42:14-25

 ❏ 31. Isaiah 43:1-13

NOVEMBER

 ❏ 1. Isaiah 43:14-28

 ❏ 2. Isaiah 44:1-20

 ❏ 3. Isaiah 44:21-28

 ❏ 4. Isaiah 45:1-13

 ❏ 5. Isaiah 45:14-25

 ❏ 6. Isaiah 46:1-13

 ❏ 7. Isaiah 47:1-15

 ❏ 8. Isaiah 48:1-22

 ❏ 9. Isaiah 49:1-13

 ❏ 10. Isaiah 49:14-26

 ❏ 11. Isaiah 50:1-11

 ❏ 12. Isaiah 51:1-11

 ❏ 13. Isaiah 51:12-23

 ❏ 14. Isaiah 52:1-15

 ❏ 15. Isaiah 53:1-12

 ❏ 16. Isaiah 54:1-17

 ❏ 17. Isaiah 55:1-13

 ❏ 18. Isaiah 56:1-12

 ❏ 19. Isaiah 57:1-21

 ❏ 20. Isaiah 58:1-14

 ❏ 21. Isaiah 59:1-21

 ❏ 22. Isaiah 60:1-22

 ❏ 23. Isaiah 61:1-11

 ❏ 24. Isaiah 62:1-12

 ❏ 25. Isaiah 63:1-19

 ❏ 26. Isaiah 64:1-12

 ❏ 27. Isaiah 65:1-16

 ❏ 28. Isaiah 65:17-25

 ❏ 29. Isaiah 66:1-13

 ❏ 30. Isaiah 66:14-24

BIBLE READING PLAN
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USING THIS GUIDE TO LEAD

BEFORE THE GROUP TIME

1. Study the core passage. 

Start preparing early. Read the passage, 
listing people, places, key words, key 
phrases, and actions taken. Use the 
commentary included in the Explore the 

Bible Leader Guide, the Explore the Bible 
Adult Commentary, and Biblical Illustrator to 
discover information about the items you 
listed. Write a summary of the main idea 
you discovered using the statement printed 
under the session title of each session as a 
starting place. 

2. Create a group time plan. 
Craft a group plan that helps the group 
discover and respond to the main idea. 
Consult the Group Plans in the Explore the 
Bible Leader Guide (includes ideas for using 
the Personal Study Guide). Identify ways to 
focus the group’s attention, explore the 
text, summarize the lesson, and challenge 
the group.

For additional ideas or questions, consult 
QuickSource and Explore the Bible Extra 
(identifies a current event to introduce 
and conclude the lesson, found at 
goExploreTheBible.com/LeaderExtras). 
Review the Explore the Bible Leader Pack 
items. Look at the LifeWay Sunday School 
blog and Groups Ministry blog for helps on 
leading an ongoing Bible study group.

3. Gather and review. 
Use the list under Gather on the first page of 
each session. Make sure you have additional 
copies of the Explore the Bible Personal Study 
Guide for anticipated guests.   

DURING THE GROUP TIME  

4. Arrive early. 
Make sure you are the first person to 
arrive. Pray as you set up the area. Greet 
everyone as participants arrive and focus 
their attention on the Bible study. 

5.  Lead the group in a time  
of Bible study. 

Use the plan you created, recording notes 
of how the group responded. Remember, 
every group experience takes a few 
unexpected twists and turns; be flexible.

AFTER THE GROUP TIME

6. Evaluate and Record. 
Review the Reinforce idea to encourage 
the group to put into practice the truths 
discovered. Record prayer requests and 
other insights you gained about the group 
and specific participants. Use these notes to 
help you be a better teacher in the future.

7.  Start preparing to lead  
the next group time.
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Commentary

Provides additional insight into 

the passages studied. 

QuickSource

Resource for leaders, providing 

additional discussion questions, 

an object lesson, and dig deeper 

feature. Also provides a tool for 

an individual called on to step in to 

lead the group on short notice. 

Leader Pack

Resource filled with posters, 

masters for informative handouts, 

and access to a digital leader pack 

(includes DOC files of the Leader 

Guide commentary, group plans, 

the pack items in PDF format, and 

other helps for the leader).

Biblical Illustrator

Resource providing biblical 

backgrounds related to the 

session using articles, photos, 

and illustrations.

Daily Discipleship Guide

Resource for both the group 

members and the group leader. 

An alternative to the Personal 

Study Guide/Leader Guide model. 

Includes key words, commentary 

and questions for the group, daily 

Bible readings for personal study 

after the group time, and ideas 

for smaller groups to discuss the 

study. Leader helps with targeted 

teaching plans included in back. 

Personal Study Guide

Resource for the group members 

to help them prepare for and 

study during the group time.

 

Leader Guide

Resource for leaders of groups 

using the Personal Study Guide. 

Includes commentary and 

teaching plans.

CORE RESOURCES

Use the Daily Discipleship Guide or Personal 
Study Guide & Leader Guide as the core 
resource for your group.

Find out more or order at goExploreTheBible.com

MEETING THE EXPLORE THE BIBLE  
FAMILY OF ADULT RESOURCES

Additional Leader Helps

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces
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INTRODUCTION TO ISAIAH

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 the prophet extensively. 
Yet many do not really understand the full 
scope of what it meant to be a prophet of 
the Lord. Many people associate the office 
of prophet with the idea of a messenger. 
While this is not entirely incorrect, it is an 
oversimplification. First of all, the prophet’s 
role as messenger goes two ways: he was 
God’s messenger to the people, but also 
brought the words of the people to God. In 
this sense he was a representative for both 
parties. Furthermore, it is important that 
we realize that the prophet could see things 
from God’s perspective. Therefore, he  knew 
God’s heart in many situations. He was not 
a mere delivery person giving someone a 
certified letter. He hurt and rejoiced with 
the God he served. The prophet also felt for 
his people. He longed for their redemption 
and hurt at the prospect of their judgment 
by God, no matter how just and righteous 
such judgment might be. He also exulted 
in God’s saving work for His people. The 
knowledge that God was working toward 
the restoration and redemption of His 
people gave the prophet hope to continue 
his mission when it would otherwise have 
been completely distasteful. 

Isaiah was certainly a man who was 
passionate about the God he served, as well 
as a man of solid conviction. One sees Isaiah’s 
eagerness to serve in his response to God’s 
call for a messenger to the people (chap. 
6). This dedication often irritated Isaiah’s 
audience and came with a cost. While the 
story is not in the Bible, rabbinic tradition 
states that Isaiah was put to death by the 
order of King Manasseh of Judah. If this 
tradition is accurate, then the prophet was 
placed between two boards or in a hollowed-
out log and sawed in two. To be a prophet of 

God was a life and death commitment. The 
prophet Isaiah left us with one of the most 
majestic books in the Bible that testifies to 
the everlasting power and glory of God. 

AUTHORSHIP, DATE OF WRITING, 

AND STRUCTURE

The authorship of Isaiah has been a point 
of contention among some scholars. The 
reason is that the book’s message covers a 
period from Isaiah’s lifetime to a time well 
after his death. Those who do not believe 
in supernatural revelations about future 
events assume that the last half of the book 
was written much later (after the events 
had come to pass) by an unnamed writer. 
However, since we believe that there is a 
God in heaven who can and did reveal future 
events to certain people, there is no reason 
to doubt that the prophet Isaiah wrote 
the whole book. There is no supporting 
manuscript evidence that justifies any 
other position. 

Based on the kings listed in the 
first verse of the book, Isaiah lived and 
ministered from around 740 to 700 BC and 
would have written about his prophetic 
ministry during these years. Most of his 
prophecies were directed at the kingdom of 
Judah, but the Northern Kingdom of Israel 
featured in many of his messages as well. 
He also mentions the nations of the world 
at several points, thereby showing God’s 
lordship over all of the events and peoples 
of history. Isaiah reveals a God who is in 
total control of the past, present, and future 
and the prophet’s faith never wavers. 

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces
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THEMES

The Book of Isaiah is beautifully rich and 
complex. As a result, while we don’t have 
the space here to identify every theme of the 
book, the following key ideas can provide a 
great starting point.

•  Sin and its impact on the relationship 
with God and with the other nations. The 
problem of sin is a major theme in Isaiah 
since it was the reason for the people’s 
separation from God, their repeated 
disobedience, and the resulting judgment 
that came upon them. In addition, Isaiah 
also addresses how the problem of sin 
would one day be removed: there would be 
a new creation that was not plagued by the 
sorrow and grief that came from living in a 
fallen, sinful world. 

•  God as Lord of history. Isaiah reveals 
how God is always in control of any given 
situation. Even when the people or their 
kings rebelled against God, He was not 
thwarted in His plan. In fact, God knew 
the people would rebel, and Isaiah reveals 
that judgment and exile were part of 
God’s plan. 

•  The Remnant. The idea of the remnant 
shows up in a couple of ways in the Book of 
Isaiah. At times the remnant is just what 
is left over after a judgment or purification 
by the hand of God. At other times, though, 
the remnant refers to those few who were 
faithful to God and who clung to Him in 
spite of being surrounded by an idolatrous 
society. Both God and the prophet looked 
on the remnant with favor, but this does 
not always mean that the faithful escaped 
the effects of God’s judgment on His 
people. Instead, the faithful remnant 
was encouraged to hang on to their faith 
and persevere. They were told that they 

could have joy even in difficult times by 
knowing that God is building toward an 
infinitely better world to come. 

•  The Holy One of Israel. This is one of 
Isaiah’s favorite names for God, occurring 
thirty-one times in the book. The name 
reflects the perfection and purity of God’s 
character. 

•  The Servant of the Lord. This descriptive 
phrase has a few different uses in the 
book. When the phrase is first introduced, 
“the servant” refers to Israel. As the Book 
of Isaiah progresses, the description of 
the Servant becomes increasingly focused 
on an individual who would somehow 
atone for God’s people. From our modern 
perspective, it is clear that Jesus fulfilled 
this role with His ministry, death, and 
resurrection. 

•  Judgment and Salvation. In the early 
chapters of Isaiah, there is a greater focus 
on God’s judgment in response to the sin 
and rebellion of His people. As the book 
progresses (and especially in chapter 
40 onward), there is an increasing shift 
toward salvation. The sin of the people 
must be paid for in some way. The people 
must repent in order to be restored to 
fellowship with God. Thus, judgment 
precedes salvation. Likewise, judgment 
is never just a simple punishment. It is 
always meant to bring repentance and 
salvation to God’s people. Isaiah illustrates 
this linear pattern throughout the book. 
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OUTLINE OF ISAIAH

ON THE COVER

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).

 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)

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces
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11
God Confronts
God confronts His people about the consequences of their actions.

ISAIAH 1:10-20
MEMORY VERSE: ISAIAH 1:18

S E S S I O N  1

STUDY Isaiah 1:10-20, paying attention to the 

commands given by God. Use Explore the 

Text on pages 15–19 to gain insight into each 

command given in verses 16-18. Reflect on the 

role repentance plays in this passage.

CREATE a teaching plan for your group using 

the ideas on pages 20–22. Focus on helping the 

group identify and define the commands given 

in the passage. Look for ways of using the Key 

Doctrine to help the group understand God’s 

call to repentance. 

GATHER the following items:  

   Personal Study Guides (PSGs) for each 

group member

Prepare to display:

   Pack Item 2 (Outline of Isaiah)  

   Pack Item 3 (Poster: Themes of Isaiah) 

Make copies of: 

   Pack Item 8 (Handout: Memory Verses Bookmark)

CONSULT the weekly Explore the Bible adult 

podcast to gain insights on the go about this 

week’s study on Ministry Grid, Apple Podcasts, 

Stitcher, Spotify, LifeWay’s Digital Pass, or at 

goExploreTheBible.com/adults-training.

REINFORCE the session by contacting group 

members who need to be encouraged, 

reminding them that a new study is beginning, 

making it a great time to get back into the habit 

of participating in the group time.

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Paying bills, going to the grocery store, getting the car serviced—our days 
are filled with mundane tasks that we carry out on autopilot. Sometimes, 
church and devotions fall into repetitive ruts. Even relationships can 
become stale and fade into the background. As a result, the failure of a 
relationship can catch us off guard.

(In PSG, p . 10) When have you ever taken a relationship for granted? How 

did it affect the relationship? Were you able to do anything to get the 

relationship back on track? 

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 1:1–4:6

Many prophetic books of the Old Testament start by introducing the prophet 
and his call to prophetic ministry. The Book of Isaiah, however, starts a little 
differently. While the first verse notes that what follows is a vision from 
God, verse 2 launches immediately into a condemnation of God’s people. 
The call of Isaiah to prophetic ministry will not show up until chapter 6. 
This arrangement leads to a rather shocking start to the book. The reader is 
blasted with the heat of Isaiah’s angry message against God’s people. 

Isaiah couches this condemnation in the form of a covenant lawsuit, 
a term that might need a little bit of explanation. The people of God had 
a formal relationship with God that was outlined by a covenant. On 
the one hand, this was like a contract. On the other hand, it was not an 
impersonal business arrangement; the covenant was very relational in 
nature. The closest comparison we have in our culture is the marriage 
covenant. The marriage ceremony outlines and formalizes a relationship 
that already has been established in love. Likewise, God first chose His 
people and established a relationship with them. Then that relationship 
was formalized through the covenant at Sinai (Ex. 20). When Israel and 
Judah broke this covenant repeatedly, God brought legal charges against 
His people through His prophets. Therefore, in a covenant lawsuit, the 
prophet acted as a prosecuting attorney, representing God in a court case. 

While this role was a common one for God’s prophets, it was not their 
only role. They also brought hope and comfort, represented the people’s case 
to God, and sought to change the hearts of the people so that the covenant 
relationship could be restored and the legal case dropped (Isa. 1:16-20). In 
other words, Isaiah not only condemned the hearts and behavior of the 
people; he also promised them hope for the future. Even if the nation did not 
repent and faced the resulting judgment, the faithful among God’s people 

KEY DOCTRINE

Salvation

Repentance is a genuine turning 
from sin toward God (Isa 55:7).

BIBLE SKILL

Compare related passages. 

Compare Exodus 20:8-11 and 
Deuteronomy 5:12-15. What 
reasons are given for celebrating 
the Sabbath in these verses? How 
are the reasons different and 
how are they the same? What do 
these verses reveal about God’s 
desires? How does this compare 
to what we find in Isaiah 1?
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could find hope in the promise that God would one day restore His nation. 
They would be a beacon to the other nations of the world (2:1-4). 

The immediate problem with the people in our passage is their complete 
lack of understanding. They did not know what God wanted and, in fact, did 
not really know God. According to Isaiah, animals had a better understanding 
of their relationship with their owners than God’s people did of their 
relationship with God (1:3). The people had come to view God as a kind of 
vending machine—an impersonal dispenser of favors in return for sacrifices 
and offerings. As a result, the Book of Isaiah swings back and forth between 
the themes of judgment and the promise of blessing after judgment. Even if 
judgment comes, a faithful remnant had hope for the future. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

EMPTY RITUALS (ISA . 1:10-15)

Verses 10-11
The phrase hear the word of the Lord would bring two things to mind 
for Isaiah’s audience. First, it pointed to the prophet’s authority. Isaiah was 
not simply complaining about things he viewed as wrong in society; he 
was conveying the very word of God. Secondly, the word hear would bring 
to mind Deuteronomy 6:4 (“Listen, Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord 
is one”), a very important passage to the Israelites. It reflected that God 
was consistent in the way He had dealt with Israel. He had saved them 
from Egypt and brought them through the wilderness. God had a right to 
command them to love Him and obey Him. 

The word instruction is another way to describe God’s Torah or “Law.” 
Thus, verse 10 told the audience that Isaiah was speaking God’s words. In 
Hebrew, the word translated hear implies obedience. We can relate to this 
by thinking of telling a child to clean his or her room. If the room remains 
in a state of chaos, we question whether or not the child actually heard us. 
In other words, hearing God’s commands is not enough. Obedience follows 
the command if the words are truly heard.

The rulers of the people are compared to the rulers of Sodom and the 
Israelites are compared to the people of Gomorrah. (See Gen. 19:4-13.) The 
sins of these cities were many and their citizens were interested only in their 
own pleasure and needs. It was no doubt shocking to Isaiah’s audience to 
hear they were as bad as these cities that were destroyed by fire from heaven. 
The people of God had become prideful and had rejected God in just about 
every way possible. The rulers had led the people astray, but the people had 
willingly cooperated in choosing sin and in rejecting a loving God.

God asked the people, What are all your sacrifices to me? They had not 
stopped worshiping God in the most literal sense; they continued to bring 
sacrifices to the temple. These sacrifices and offerings would have been the 
ones outlined in Leviticus 1–7. Not all of these sacrifices were for sin or guilt. 
Some were meant to express thankfulness, while others were meant to be a 
sort of meal shared in the presence of God. The problem was that the people 
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VERSES 10-11

10 Hear the word of the 

L, you rulers of 

Sodom! Listen to the 

instruction of our God, 

you people of Gomorrah! 
11 “What are all your 

sacrifices to me? ” 

asks the L. “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.
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had lost sight of the purpose behind the sacrifices—a relationship with 
God. Rather than loving God and bringing sacrifices and offerings to show 
Him their love, the people were engaging in empty rituals, or worse, viewing 
their offerings as a means to get what they wanted. 

Verse 11 hints at the emptiness of their rituals: I have had enough of 
burnt offerings and rams … I have no desire for the blood of bulls. This 
statement would have shocked the audience just as much as the earlier 
comparison to Sodom and Gomorrah. With our modern ideas and life on 
this side of the cross, such a rejection of sacrificial ritual makes sense. For 
Isaiah’s readers, though, this statement would have been confusing, at the 
very least. Hadn’t God commanded these offerings and sacrifices? If so, why 
would He no longer want them? After all, the types of sacrifices described 
in these verses are the best of the best—good and costly gifts. How, then, 
could God be disappointed in the quality of the gifts and sacrifices?  

Verses 12-14
Who requires this from you—this trampling of my courts? In other words, 
who commanded the people to constantly offer sacrifices in the temple in the 
first place? A quick glance at Leviticus gives us the answer: it was God Himself. 
Why, then, was God saying He no longer wanted these sacrifices? The quality 
of the gifts was not in question but the motivation behind the giving was. 
The people were to obey and to love God. Going through the motions was not 
enough. Repetitive sacrificial activity (trampling) without love for God was an 
empty affair. In God’s eyes, it was meaningless; therefore, the people might as 
well not offer sacrifices at all. Offering sacrifices while not really loving God 
is an insult to Him. 

Just in case the listeners had missed the message of how unwelcome their 
sacrifices were, the Lord made it clear with the phrase stop bringing useless 
offerings. The offerings were useless because, in and of themselves, they did 
not accomplish anything. The Israelites thought that the offerings appeased 
God and earned them His blessings. This idea of trading offerings and sacrifices 
for a deity’s blessing and protection was prevalent among the cultures around 
Israel, and God’s people had adopted the same view. In fact, the Mesopotamian 
religions assumed that if a worshiper did not get the desired result from his or her 
gods, it was likely because he or she did not have the correct formula—a ritual 
had not been followed correctly or a phrase of a prayer had been overlooked. 
While it is an oversimplification, interacting with these pagan gods was similar 
to dealing with a vending machine. If you put your money in but didn’t get the 
desired product, you must have put in the wrong amount or pressed the wrong 
button. The people of Israel and Judah had come to expect their offerings to be 
an exchange for continued favor from God. Through Isaiah, God made it clear 
that this is not the way the offerings worked. 

The Lord stated, I hate your New Moons and prescribed festivals. The 
New Moon festivals were celebrated at the beginning of each month. Judah 
operated on a lunar calendar instead of a solar one, so the new moon marked 
the beginning of the month. Numbers 28:11-15 explains what offerings 
were to be brought in celebration of the new moon. The festival marked 
God’s lordship over time and was intended to remind the Israelites of His 

VERSES 12-14

12 When you come to 

appear before me, who 

requires this from you — 

this trampling of my 

courts? 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. 14 I hate 

your New Moons and 

prescribed festivals. They 

have become a burden to 

me; I am tired of putting 

up with them.
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gift of life to them. Yet their celebrations were worthless because the people 
only did them for the blessings they thought they would get. 

Likewise, Sabbaths are mentioned. The celebration of the Sabbath was 
a favorite test case for many of the prophets. This is because observing the 
Sabbath demonstrated trust in God. The story of God’s provision of manna 
for the Israelites is found in Exodus 16:22-30. In that episode, the people 
were told not to gather more manna than they needed for each day. Still, 
some took more and tried to save it, and the manna rotted. On the sixth 
day, the people took a double portion, and the extra portion of manna for 
the Sabbath did not rot. Yet, some people still went out to try to collect more 
manna on the seventh day. God chastised the people and asked how long 
it would take them to truly trust Him. In Isaiah, the people were keeping 
the Sabbath festivals but were not really trusting God. Instead, they hoped 
that keeping the Sabbath would get them more blessing. They were missing 
the point of the Sabbath. 

Verse 15
The phrase spread out your hands in prayer indicates supplication. This 
posture was used when the one praying wanted or needed something from 
God. Isaiah’s audience undoubtedly expected their requests to be granted, 
given how many offerings and sacrifices they were bringing to the temple. 
What a surprise they must have gotten when God stated, I will refuse to 
look at you! Looking at someone implies he or she has your attention. In 
Hebrew thought, to be in someone’s presence and good graces was expressed 
as having him face you. As part of the blessing on Aaron and his sons in 
Numbers 6:24-26, for example, God stated twice that He would look on 
them and make His face shine upon them. In Isaiah 1, by contrast, God was 
turning His countenance away from the people. The offerings they made 
had the opposite of the people’s intended effect because their hearts were 
not turned toward God. Indeed, the people could offer countless prayers, 
but much like the many meaningless offerings they had made, God would 
not accept them. 

The ultimate reason for this rejection is that the peoples’ hands were 
covered with blood. This language represents violence toward each other 
and toward the innocent. Shades of Sodom and Gomorrah once again 
appear as the injustice of the people toward others comes into view. As 
evident in 1:21-23, the people were acting much like the citizens of those 
two cities. The Israelites did not expect this to matter to God as long as 
they made the appropriate sacrifices. Isaiah showed them just how wrong 
they were. 

In what ways might you be guilty of going through the motions in your 

worship of God? In what practical way can you make sure your heart is set 

on God in your worship and daily actions? 

VERSE 15

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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TRUE FOLLOWERS (ISA . 1:16-17)

Verses 16-17
Verse 16 gives four commands: wash, cleanse, remove, and stop. For Isaiah’s 
audience, washing was more than physically bathing. In the context of 
worship, the word implies a ritual bath done as part of preparation to enter 
into the Lord’s presence. Similarly, cleansing oneself meant putting away all 
sources of ritual impurity. Given the context of the passage, washing and 
cleansing implied not just becoming ritually clean, but an internal cleansing. 

This internal aspect is confirmed by the commands to remove evil 
deeds and to stop doing evil. But it was not enough for the people to 
stop behaving in evil ways. They were to replace the evil they were doing 
with positive behavior. Verse 17 carries the commands of the previous 
verse forward with a set of positive commands: learn, pursue, correct, 
defend, and plead. The first command, learn to do what is good, might 
raise the question of how the Israelites were to learn what is good. The 
next commands answer that potential question by pulling forward the 
commands of the Torah. The pursuit of justice, the correction or blocking 
of oppression, and the defense of and advocacy for the less fortunate in 
society are all elements pulled directly from the law. (See Ex. 22:22-23; 
Deut. 16:20.) These positive behaviors all reflect the character of God and 
flow from a love for Him. 

In what ways does your love for God motivate you to practice care for others 

in the church? Have you felt convicted because you put your own needs over 

helping another? Explain.

REPENTANCE REQUIRED (ISA . 1:18-20)

Verses 18-19
Come, let us settle this. The verb translated settle carries the idea of setting 
things right and bringing an end to a quarrel. Isaiah let the people know they 
could avoid the fate that befell Sodom and Gomorrah. They had a chance 
to repent. Yet, there was much more here. The two major issues Isaiah 
presented to God’s people were their lack of obedience and the connected 
theme of their lack of awareness of who God is and what He desires. Rather 
than let the Israelites continue in their ignorance of Him, the Lord wanted 
to communicate with His people. He wanted to have fellowship with them. 
He wanted more than empty ritual. 

While God was rejecting ritual without relationship, He was not 
rejecting ritual and sacrifice altogether. This is evident in the next two 
phrases. Even though their sins were scarlet and crimson red, they could 
become white as snow and wool. Such a transformation involved sacrifice 

VERSES 16-17

16 “Wash yourselves. 

Cleanse yourselves. 

Remove your evil deeds 

from my sight. Stop 

doing evil. 17 Learn to 

do what is good. Pursue 

justice. Correct the 

oppressor. Defend the 

rights of the fatherless. 

Plead the widow’s cause.

VERSES 18-19

18 “Come, let us settle 

this,” says the L. 

“Though your sins are 

scarlet, they will be as 

white as snow; though 

they are crimson red, 

they will be like wool. 
19 If you are willing and 

obedient, you will eat the 

good things of the land. 
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and the spilling of blood. Ironically, the blood of the sin sacrifice would 
change the crimson red of sin to the white that represents purity. In a 
play on the theme of red, Isaiah implied that the blood on the hands of 
his listeners could be washed away by God Himself. In the context of 
the whole of Scripture, we know that animal sacrifices cannot solve the 
problem of the sinful nature. Isaiah reminded the people that there had 
to be a change in their hearts if they wished to settle things with God. 
If the people were willing to truly settle things with God and have their 
scarlet sins transformed to white, then they would be obedient to God and 
His commands. Doing so would move them from being sued for breaking 
the covenant to a state in which they would eat the good things of the 
land. This is a reference to covenantal blessings that come from obedience. 
(See Deut. 30:15-20.) 

The Bible gives only two choices for our lives.

Verse 20
The only other option for the Israelites was continued disobedience, which 
would ultimately result in death. The Bible gives only two choices for our 
lives. The first is to submit to God, which leads to life. The second is to 
refuse and rebel, which leads to death. There was no middle ground for 
Israel, Judah, or us in terms of our response to God. (See Deut. 30:19.) For 
Isaiah’s audience, the punishment of death would come by the sword. By 
using the word sword, Isaiah forecast the nature of God’s judgment. Both 
the Northern Kingdom of Israel and the Southern Kingdom of Judah were 
destroyed by invading nations. Israel fell to the Assyrians and Judah fell 
to the Babylonians. In both cases, these foreign nations were the sword in 
God’s hand as He brought His punishment on His people. 

Isaiah closed the section with the phrase, the mouth of the Lord has 
spoken. These words demonstrate that what Isaiah had said was by the 
authority of God. It also closed the debate. There was no more negotiation 
at this point; all that was left was for the people of God either to listen and 
obey or to continue in their rebellion. The choice was theirs and ours. 

Think of a decision in which you justified doing something you knew is not 

right in the eyes of God. How do the verses above motivate you to avoid this 

situation in the future?

VERSE 20

20 But if you refuse 

and rebel, you will be 

devoured by the sword.” 

For the mouth of the 

L has spoken.
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION
BEGIN: As the group arrives, invite them to 
share about times they felt that someone 
took their relationship with them for 
granted. Allow them to express how they 
felt on the “taken for granted” side of the 
relationship and how they realized what 
was going on. 

RESPOND: After most have arrived, call 
attention to the first paragraph on page 
10 of the Personal Study Guide (PSG) and 
the questions included. Direct them to 
respond silently. Ask: When have you ever 
taken a relationship for granted? How 
did it affect the relationship? Were you 
able to do anything to get the relationship 
back on track? (PSG, p. 10) Point out that 
one relationship we may need to consider 
when answering these questions is our 
relationship with God. 

TRANSITION: Explain that the Israelites 
took their relationship with God for 
granted, and God confronted them about 
it. Challenge the group to consider during 
today’s study if they are taking God for 
granted and the actions they may need to 
take as a result. 

 

EXPLORE THE TEXT
INTRODUCE: Explain that the group is 
beginning a new study of Isaiah. Share a 
summary of the Introduction to Isaiah 
on pages 10–11 of this leader guide. Call 
attention to Pack Item 3 (Poster: Themes 
of Isaiah), encouraging the group to look 
for these themes as they go through the 
study. Lead the group to locate the Outline 
of Isaiah on page 9 of the Personal Study 
Guide and point to Pack Item 2 (Outline 
of Isaiah) that is displayed on the wall. 
Highlight the first point of the outline to 
transition into today’s study.

SUMMARIZE: Briefly summarize 
Isaiah 1:1-9, pointing out that God 
confronted Israel about them being so 
far away from Him that they no longer 
recognized Him. God told Israel His intent 
to bring them back to Him as a loving 
Father would bring back a wayward child. 

READ: Invite a volunteer to read aloud 
Isaiah 1:10-15, while the rest of the 
group looks for ways the people of Israel 
offended God. 

IDENTIFY: Lead the group to identify the 
different ways the worship of the Israelites 
offended God. Allow them to include why 
the action was offensive. Lead the group to 
explore possible reasons that their worship 
practices had become unacceptable. 

DISCUSS: What attitudes might have 
made these practices unacceptable? 

STUDY: Focus on verses 13-15. Place the 
group into pairs, designating one person 
as the Exodus person and the other as the 
Deuteronomy person. Call attention to 
the Bible Skill (PSG, p. 14), directing each 
person to locate the passage from their 
assigned book. Allow partners to complete 

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



21Se ssion 1 :  G od Conf ront s 

the Bible Skill, directing them to the 
Personal Study Guide for additional insight. 
Invite volunteers to share their findings. 

DISCUSS: What are causes and ways 
believers today may fall into a pattern of 
unacceptable worship of the Lord? What 
warnings should we draw from Judah’s 
mistakes? (PSG, p. 15) How should we 
approach God when we worship Him? 

TRANSITION: Isaiah delivered God’s remedy 
for their unacceptable worship. 

READ: Direct the group to silently 
read Isaiah 1:16-17 and circle the 
commands given. 

CHART: On a writing surface, list the nine 
commands found in Isaiah 1:16-17.  
Lead the group to compare various Bible 
translations, looking for different ways 
the commands are worded. Record any 
variances next to the corresponding 
command. Guide the group to suggest 
synonyms for each word. Use information 
from Explore the Text (p. 18 of this book) 
and the Personal Study Guide (p. 16) 
as needed. 

ASK: How does following these commands 
fix the problems identified in verses 10-15?  
How is following these commands an 
expression of faith in God?

DISCUSS: If being devoted to God in 
faithful obedience does not earn our 
salvation, then why is it necessary for 
believers to be faithfully obedient to God? 
(PSG, p. 16) 

READ: Encourage the group to listen for 
the choice given as someone reads aloud 
Isaiah 1:18-20. 

DISCUSS: Highlight verse 18, characteriz-
ing God as taking the initiative. 

ASK: How does God take the initiative today 
to bring people into a relationship with Him? 

How does His approach today compare with 
the approach found in Isaiah 1? (PSG, p. 17) 

HIGHLIGHT: Explain that verse 18 is the 
memory verse for this week. Distribute 
copies of Pack Item 8 (Handout: Memory 
Verses Bookmark), challenging the group to 
memorize verse 18 this week.

CLARIFY: Call attention to the Key 
Doctrine (Salvation; PSG, p. 16). Emphasize 
that God was calling the people to repent 
and turn to Him. Note that God continues 
to make that offer today. 

ASK: How important is the message of 
repentance to the message of the gospel? 
How important is its message to believers?  

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE
REVIEW: Direct the group to review Isaiah 
1:10-20, looking for what God seeks in 
those who worship Him. 

ASK: What do these actions reveal about 
the nature of worship? (PSG, p. 11) 

SUMMARIZE: Reintroduce Pack Item 3 
(Poster: Themes of Isaiah). Lead the group 
to identify any of the themes that were in 
today’s passage. Refer them to Apply the 
Text (PSG, p. 18) for assistance. 

RESPOND: Prior to the group time, select 
one of the question sets under Apply 
the Text (PSG, p. 18). Lead the group to 
respond to the selected questions. You may 
choose to lead them to respond silently, 
challenging them to revisit this section 
later in the day. 

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, thanking God for taking the 
initiative to call us back to Him. Ask for 
courage to repent and return to Him when 
He confronts us about our own sin.
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  
on the previous pages.

MUSIC 

Secure a copy of “Come, Let Us Reason,” by 
Ken Medema. Play the song as a tool for 
memorizing Isaiah 1:18. (The song is based 
on the words of the verse.)

REFLECTIVE

Prior to the group time, develop a case 
study that portrays a person being taken 
for granted in a friendship, possibly one 
friend who always calls on the other friend 
for assistance but is never available when 
the other friend needs help or wants to 
visit. When the group arrives, provide 
copies of the case study and direct them to 
discuss how they might advise the friend 
who is being taken for granted. 

DRAMA

Pre-enlist a person to create a dramatic 
reading of Isaiah 1:10-20. Coach them to 
do so as if a loving father was confronting 
a wayward child. Instead of reading the 
passage throughout the session, invite the 
volunteer to present each passage section at 
that time. After each presentation, lead the 
group to discuss the emotions felt as if they 
were the child or the father. 

ART 

Gather paper and acrylic paints.

After the first passage is read, call attention 
to the paper and paints. Invite a volunteer 
to select a paint color and add images to the 
painting to express the mood reflected in 
that passage. Encourage others to add to the 
painting after each passage section is read. 
At the conclusion, note the different colors 
and images included. Lead the group to 
discuss how the final art expresses the point 

of today’s session (God confronts His people 
about the consequences of their actions). 

VISUAL

Print images of street signs (Yield, Stop, 
U-Turn, Falling Rocks, etc.).

As each passage is read, call attention to the 
images of various street signs which have 
been placed on a table. Review the meaning 
of each sign. Lead the group to select the 
one sign they believe best illustrates the 
point of that passage section. Attach the 
agreed upon sign to a display wall. At the 
conclusion of the group time, guide the 
group to review the selected signs and the 
summary statements under Apply the Text 
(PSG, p. 18). Look for ways the selected 
signs support the summary statements. 
Challenge the group to remember the 
summary statements as they see each sign 
in the coming week. 

RESEARCH

Collect Bible concordances or study Bibles 
with concordances. 

Call attention to the nine commands in 
Isaiah 1:16-17. Create teams (two people 
can be a team) and assign a command to 
each team. Distribute Bible concordances, 
directing teams to look for other passages 
where their assigned command is given. 
Encourage them to review some of the 
passages and determine how the uses of 
the command in other passages clarifies 
what Isaiah was calling the people to do. 
Invite volunteers to share insights gained.  
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12
God Sends
God calls His people to recognize and declare His sovereign purposes.

ISAIAH 6:1-13
MEMORY VERSE: ISAIAH 6:8

S E S S I O N  2

STUDY Isaiah 6:1-13, noting the different 

responses of Isaiah in this passage. Use 

Explore the Text on pages 25–29 to gain insight 

into Isaiah’s responses. Reflect on the role 

God’s character played in Isaiah’s responses. 

CREATE a teaching plan using the ideas on 

pages 30–32. Focus on helping the group 

consider how Isaiah’s responses are expressed 

by believers today. Consider ways of using the 

Music Idea (p. 32) in the group time.

GATHER the following items:  

   Extra Personal Study Guides (PSGs) 

Prepare to display:

   Pack Item 1 (Map: Prophets of the Eighth Century)

Make copies of: 

   Pack Item 7 (Handout: Isaiah Time Line)

CONSULT the Explore the Bible website for 

ways of using a current news event to start and 

conclude the session (goExploreTheBible.com/

LeaderExtras).  

REINFORCE the session by leading the group 

to create prayer lists comprised only of 

people who have yet to accept Christ. Find out 

more about this idea in It Begins with Prayer at 

LifeWay.com/TrainingResources.
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Each branch of the U.S. military has some form of saying, “Never volunteer for 
anything.” However, when Isaiah had an encounter with the King—the Lord 
of Armies—he quickly volunteered to take on the mission God had for him. 
That’s what happens when a person experiences what Isaiah did. The Lord 
revealed Himself to Isaiah in a vision, and in this vision Isaiah recognized his 
sin and need for a Savior. The Lord cleansed him of his sin and then called him 
to service. When the Lord reveals Himself to us and saves us from our sin, the 
proper and appropriate response is Isaiah’s response, “Here I am. Send me.”

(In PSG, p . 19) Why does God call and then use believers to carry out His 

purposes?

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 5:1–6:13

Isaiah’s call to prophetic ministry doesn’t come until chapter 6. In other 
prophetic books, the call is given in the first chapter. (See Jer. 1; Ezek. 1.) 
While we are not given a clear reason, chapter 5 may give us a hint. Chapter 5 
gives the story of God’s special vineyard. The vineyard in this case is an 
analogy for God’s care and investment in His chosen people, Israel.

The analogy shows us things from God’s perspective. The owner of the 
vineyard used the best materials and resources in setting up the vineyard 
and caring for it. The vines were good. The land was good. The protections 
for the vineyard from animals and pests were good. There was every reason 
to expect the vineyard to produce good grapes. Yet, this was not what was 
produced. Instead, the owner of the vineyard received bad fruit. It’s clear, 
then, that the fault could not be with the vineyard’s owner. 

In the analogy, of course, the vineyard represents Israel and Judah. The 
picture is one of God giving them every opportunity for growth and a positive 
relationship with Him. What’s more, the analogy is no mere description of 
a business transaction gone wrong; this was a personal relationship. The 
first verse makes it clear that the song of the vineyard was a love song. The 
opportunities God had given came from His love for His people. This made 
the resulting crop of bad fruit that much more pitiful. 

What does the bad fruit represent? In 5:8-12, we see that the people 
were only interested in their own benefit and had no concern for others. 
Such attitudes ran counter to the expectations of God, who wanted His 
people to seek Him first. In particular, God expected His people to practice 
justice and righteousness. Instead, He saw injustice and heard the cries of 
those who experienced injustice (5:7). 

KEY DOCTRINE

Man

Only the grace of God can bring 
man into His holy fellowship and 
enable man to fulfill the creative 
purpose of God (Eph. 2:4).

BIBLE SKILL

Dig deeper into the meaning and 
usage of key words or phrases.

Focus on the word glory in 
Isaiah 6:3. Look up the word in 
a Bible dictionary to discover 
its basic meaning. Use a 
concordance to find other uses of 
the term in the Scriptures. Scan 
the passages and make notes of 
any findings that help you better 
understand the term. What does 
the word and its usage reveal 
about the nature of God?
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 The vineyard analogy also warned the people of the coming consequences. 
God declared that He would remove the vineyard’s protections (5:5-6). Wild 
beasts would be allowed to come in and trample and rip apart the once 
beautiful vineyard. In other words, foreign nations would be the instruments 
of God’s punishment on His people. These predators would come at the 
invitation of the owner of the vineyard (5:26-30). In a series of “woes,” God 
clearly laid out the crimes for which His people were being punished. This 
ensured there would be no possibility of the people of Israel and Judah 
thinking God was defeated. Instead, it was made crystal clear that their 
defeat by the foreign nations was a sign of God’s justice. The people of Israel 
and Judah had practiced injustice; as a result, they would receive justice 
through destruction and exile. It is this setting that provides the backdrop 
for the call of Isaiah in chapter 6. As we shall see, the call of a prophet is not 
usually a call to a pleasant or even productive ministry as we would define it.

EXPLORE THE TEXT

GOD’S GLORY (ISA . 6:1-4)

Verse 1
In the year that King •Uzziah died tells us that Isaiah saw this vision in 740 BC. 
Uzziah had ushered in a time of prosperity for the Southern Kingdom of 
Judah. The country had extended its boundaries somewhat, and the economy 
and general wealth of the people increased. This prosperity corresponded to 
a similar economic and territorial growth in the Northern Kingdom of Israel 
during the reign of Jeroboam II. However, Jeroboam had died three years 
prior to Uzziah, and the Northern Kingdom had begun to falter and fail. From 
the perspective of several of the prophets of the time, including Isaiah, this 
downturn was no surprise. Amos and Hosea, for example, had long pointed 
out the corrupt moral state of the people and how they had turned their backs 
on God in the midst of their prosperity. For Israel and Judah, there was a 
tendency to become self-reliant and morally lax during times when physical 
needs were met in full. As modern believers, we still face the same temptation.

In what ways do you become complacent about your walk with God when 

things are going well?  

Anytime there is a change in leadership, whether in a business or a 
country, there is some fear and a sense of insecurity among the people 
within. This was certainly the case after Uzziah’s death. Therefore, the fact 
that Isaiah saw the Lord seated on a high and lofty throne was no doubt 
encouraging. Even though the king was dead and the Northern Kingdom 
was beginning to decline, God was still in charge. 

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“Throne Guardians in the Ancient 
Near East,” available digitally in 
the Fall 2020 issue of Biblical 
Illustrator for Explore the Bible at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator.

VERSE 1

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.
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The initial reader of Isaiah’s vision may have been cautiously optimistic 
because of these words. Yet, chapters 1–5 justify caution for Israel and 
Judah; they are described as a failed vineyard. God had promised to destroy 
them as a result. Indeed, the growing threat of the Assyrian Empire should 
have been warning enough. God was in control, but this did not mean Israel 
and Judah were safe in their immorality and rebellion. 

That the hem of his robe filled the temple is a way of stating that God’s 
presence and glory filled the space in Isaiah’s vision. The Hebrew word 
translated temple here can also mean palace, depending on the context. If 
the temple in Jerusalem was the site of Isaiah’s vision, Isaiah would be 
standing in the holy of holies—a space forbidden to all people except the 
high priest who could only enter once a year. The holiness and restrictions 
on the holy of holies were not to be taken lightly. It seems unlikely that 
Isaiah was standing in the most sacred space of the temple, even in a 
vision. Additionally, the image of God on a throne indicates that the place 
was some sort of divine palace. 

Verse 2
Within the throne room were •seraphim with six wings. We do not know 
much about these creatures, even their name is a bit of a mystery. The root 
word means “burn,” so the seraphim are sometimes called “the burning 
ones.” Whether this means they were bright and shining or there was some 
sort of heat that radiated from them is difficult to know. 

Two sets of the wings were used to show deference to God. It was 
normal to cover one’s feet and face in the presence of royalty in ancient 
Mesopotamia; there is no reason to think this is any different. This 
expression of humility is especially appropriate considering that the 
seraphim were standing above him (God). Their posture indicated they 
were in no way above God. The image, reinforced by the next verse, is one 
of a choir standing behind the king as Isaiah enters the throne room. 

Verses 3-4
Crying out to each other in what was no doubt a rhythmic pattern, the 
seraphim stated, Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of Armies. The triple statement 
(holy, holy, holy) is the superlative in the Hebrew language. In other words, 
the seraphim were not just declaring God holy; they were declaring God is 
the most holy being there is. The term armies is a military one and shows 
that God not only has His own heavenly army but is also in charge of all the 
armies of the world, whether they recognize that fact or not. Naturally, this 
included the Assyrians and was a foreshadowing of the judgment to come 
on Israel and Judah—as well as on Assyria itself. 

Another way of translating the phrase his glory fills the whole earth is 
“the fullness of the earth is his glory.” This depicts creation as testifying to 
the glory of God by the very way He created it. There is a temptation to read 
the verse and think that somehow God’s glory is filling the spaces of the 
earth, but instead the earth points to the amazing Creator. 

Sometimes, God’s presence shows up in a way that affects the 
surroundings, such as God’s manifestation on Mount Sinai (Ex. 19:16-20), 

VERSE 2

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.

VERSES 3-4

3 And one called to 

another: Holy, holy, holy 

is the L of Armies;

his glory fills the whole 

earth. 4 The foundations 

of the doorways shook 

at the sound of their 

voices, and the temple 

was filled with smoke.
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God’s presence filling the Tabernacle (Ex. 40), and even the angels singing 
at Christ’s birth (Luke 2). In Isaiah 6, the awesome power of God caused 
even the heavenly realms to shake and fill with smoke. It is too easy for the 
people of God to forget the glory and awe-inspiring presence of their God. 
Isaiah and his audience were given a major reminder. 

GOD’S FORGIVENESS (ISA . 6:5-7)

Verse 5
With the reminder of God’s holiness and power right in front of him, Isaiah 
declared, Woe is me for I am ruined. The prophet’s vision of God not only 
showed him the nature of God, but glaringly revealed Isaiah’s sinful state. 

By stating that he was ruined, Isaiah was indicating that he fully 
expected to die. There are instances in the Bible of encounters with God 
leading to death. (See Ex. 33:18-20.) In contrast to God’s holiness, Isaiah 
was a man of unclean lips. Lips in this case represent what comes out of the 
heart and are a representation of the whole person, inside and out In fact, 
Isaiah went on to state that he was unclean and his people were unclean as 
well. He knew his doom would be the doom of his people. A holy God and 
an unclean people cannot live together. This is the problem that has existed 
since the fall of humanity in the garden of Eden. 

Verses 6-7
In response to Isaiah’s realization and fear, one of the seraphim flew to 
Isaiah with a glowing coal to purify the prophet. The coal was taken from 
an altar. In Solomon’s temple, there were two altars—one for burnt offerings 
and one for incense. If the vision took place in the temple, then while the 
coal could come from either altar, the altar of incense was closer to the most 
holy place. If, however, the vision was set in some sort of palace, then there 
may have only been one altar. Either way, the key point is that the altar was 
representative of sacrifice and purification from sin. When applied to Isaiah’s 
lips, the coal in some fashion purified the prophet for his task. He would be 
able to speak for God and with God, which was a major part of the prophetic 
office. Isaiah’s iniquity was taken away, and his sin was atoned for. He would 
be able to stand in God’s presence because of God’s action on his behalf. 

In this scene, we see a foreshadowing of the gospel, both in Isaiah’s 
human need for atonement and removal of sin, as well as in God’s grace. 
Sadly, at this point, Isaiah was the only one who was touched by the coal. 
He was the only one who realized his sin and his jeopardy as he stood in the 
presence of a holy God. The people of Israel and Judah remained ignorant 
of their sin and danger. 

What events or circumstances in your life led you to realize your need to be 

forgiven and atoned for? 

VERSE 5

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 

Lor of Armies.

VERSES 6-7

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. 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.
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GOD’S CALL (ISA . 6:8-10)

Verse 8
In this verse God spoke for the first time: Who should I send? Who will go 
for us? Interestingly, the first question uses the singular pronoun I, while 
the second uses the plural us. There are differing opinions as to whether the 
plural refers to the three persons of the godhead (the Trinity) or if it is just 
a royal plural of majesty. Either way, the question drew an eager response 
from Isaiah. Note the prophet’s emotional state at this point in contrast to 
verse 5. In verse 5, Isaiah was in despair for his life because he recognized 
his sin before the holy God. Now, having experienced both the holiness and 
forgiveness of God, the prophet was eager to serve. After confession and 
forgiveness, the natural response is worship and service. Isaiah didn’t wait 
to hear what task God had for him; he jumped at the opportunity to serve 
and called out, Here I am. Send me.

Verses 9-10
Isaiah received his mission, and it was not a pleasant one. He was to tell the 
people to keep listening without really understanding. They would continue 
to see what was in front of them without really grasping its significance. 
Our parent and child analogy from Isaiah 1 comes to mind. A father asks a 
son to clean his room. When the child’s room remains in a state of chaos, 
the father asks his son if he heard the instructions. If the son says yes 
but still makes no effort to clean the room, we can agree that he was not 
really listening to his father. Hearing did not lead to real understanding 
or obedience. In the same way, Isaiah would represent God’s words to the 
people but they would make no effort to listen or change.

Verse 10 uses a pattern of minds … ears … eyes then eyes … ears …
minds to show that Isaiah’s mission was meant to show the hopelessness 
of the people’s situation. The prophet’s message would actually make the 
people tune him out. Even as repeated sin in our own lives can make 
us unresponsive to the Holy Spirit’s conviction, so too would Isaiah’s 
message harden his listeners’ hearts. They were so used to ignoring God’s 
requirements that no amount of reminding would stir them to change 
their ways. Then we get to an idea that seems shocking at first: this was the 
way God wanted it. He did not want the people to turn back, and be healed. 

Why would the Lord want such a thing? Isn’t the word of God supposed 
to change the hearts of His people? Isaiah’s mission and God’s stance here 
seem counterintuitive to us. If we dig a little deeper, though, there are four 
elements that explain this message. 

First, God would have foreseen the response of the people. He knew 
they would not hear and repent. He was simply telling Isaiah what he could 
expect from his prophetic work. 

Second, the word of God reveals the condition of the hearer. Even as 
bringing a light into a room will result in different reactions from different 
creatures based on their nature, so too does the hearing of God’s word. 

Third, as revealed in verse 9, the people had already made their choice. 
Just as Pharaoh’s repeated rebellion against God led God to ordain him for 

VERSE 8

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.

VERSES 9-10

9 And he replied: Go! 

Say to these people: 

Keep listening, but do 

not understand; keep 

looking, but do not 

perceive. 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.
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judgment, the people of Judah and Israel chose to rebel against the Lord 
time and time again. As a result, God condemned them to judgment. 

Finally, there comes a point when sin must be paid for. God cannot and 
will not allow it to continue indefinitely. When that time comes, it is too 
late for repentance. Any repentance the people did make would have likely 
been superficial, and that was not what God wanted. 

Jesus used Isaiah 6:9-10 in His teaching. He cited these verses in Matthew 
13:14-15 while teaching the disciples about His use of parables. He told them 
that those who do not care enough to seek out the meaning behind the parables 
are like the ones Isaiah described who hear but do not really understand. 
Likewise, in John 12:40, Jesus cited a version of Isaiah 6:10 to explain the 
unbelief of many of the people. In Acts 28:26-27, verses 9-10 are again quoted 
as evidence of why many refused to believe Paul’s message about Jesus. 

Does Isaiah’s mission inspire you to share the gospel message with others? 

Why and in what ways? 

GOD’S PERSISTENCE (ISA . 6:11-13)

Verses 11-13
Isaiah’s eagerness to serve turned to something like discouragement or even 
despair. He asked, Until when, Lord? We can feel for the prophet at this point, 
for no one wants to continue a miserable task longer than they have to do so. 
It is also important to remember that the prophet loved his people. Having his 
message rejected and being isolated as a result would bring emotional pain. 

While God’s answer was not encouraging, neither was it completely 
without hope. He told Isaiah that almost complete destruction must 
happen before the punishment was complete. The description of a land 
without inhabitants and cities in ruins is stark and reflects the threats 
of destruction that God levels at the vineyard in chapter 5. Those who 
would survive the destruction of the land would be carried away in exile 
to complete the purification of the land. After these events, only a tenth 
of the former population would remain. That tenth would suffer yet more 
judgment. Yet, just when all seemed lost, God gave Isaiah cause for hope. 
He described the people of God as the stump of a felled oak tree. While it 
appeared dead, it still had life in it. From that stump, a seed of life would 
germinate. From a remnant, the people of God would be renewed. 

When have you found it difficult to remain faithful because there seems to 

be no hope of change? What enabled you to keep trusting God? 

VERSES 11-13

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, 
12 and the Lor drives 

the people far away, 

leaving great emptiness 

in the land. 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.
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION
RESPOND: As the group arrives, direct 
them to share with a partner their 
responses to the following question: 
Identify an experience in your life that you 
just can’t keep from telling others. How 
did that experience impact your life? After 
most have arrived, share your response 
to the question. Invite volunteers to share 
their responses as well. 

TRANSITION: Read the first paragraph on 
page 19 of the Personal Study Guide (PSG) 
to help the group focus on life-altering 
experiences that include God. Explain that 
Isaiah shared about an experience that 
impacted his life greatly. Challenge the 
group to look for how Isaiah’s encounter 
with God impacted his life.

EXPLORE THE TEXT
INTRODUCE: Distribute copies of Pack 
Item 7 (Handout: Isaiah Time Line). Note 
key events surrounding Isaiah’s life, 
highlighting Uzziah’s death. Call attention 
to Isaiah 6:1, and summarize information 
about Uzziah (PSG, p. 21). Review Pack 
Item 1 (Map: Prophets of the Eighth Century) 
for further understanding of the timing 
and events surrounding Isaiah. 

READ: Call for a volunteer to read aloud 
Isaiah 6:1-4, as the group listens for ways 
God is described. 

RESPOND: Invite volunteers to highlight 
the element in the passage that stands 
out most to them. Allow them to explain. 
Clarify as needed using information from 
the Leader Guide and your personal study. 

REVIEW: Call attention to the repeating 
of the word “holy” in verse 3. Explain that 
the repeating of the word three times was 

a Hebrew way of declaring something 
supreme. Direct the group to review the 
paragraph about the word “holy” on page 
22 in the PSG. Highlight the last sentence 
of the paragraph, inviting the group to 
respond.  

ASK: How should God’s holiness affect how 
we think about God and how we live for 
Him? (PSG, p. 22) 

TRANSITION: Isaiah continues by sharing his 
response to what he witnessed. 

PROPOSE: Direct the group to read silently 
Isaiah 6:5, and prepare to describe Isaiah’s 
response in one word. Allow volunteers 
to propose their chosen word (potential 
words: fearful, humbled, repentant, honest). 
Record words on a board. Allow the group 
to share about experiences when they 
encountered God and responded in a 
similar way. 

SEARCH: Call attention to cross references 
listed with verse 5 included in a study 
Bible (potential references: Ex. 33:20; Isa. 
59:3; Jer. 9:3-8). Assign the passages to 
volunteers, directing them to locate each 
one. Allow them read the passages aloud. 
Ask: How do these passages help us better 
understand Isaiah’s response?  

DISCUSS: What does Isaiah’s response reveal 
about humanity? What was the importance of 
Isaiah declaring his sinfulness? 

READ: As you read aloud Isaiah 6:5-7, 
call for the group to observe God’s actions. 

EXAMINE: Direct the group to read the 
comments under Verses 6-7 in the PSG  
(p. 24). Guide them to discuss with a 
partner the comments read. Challenge 
them to identify the sentence that gives 
them the most hope or assurance. Direct 
partners to discuss their responses to the 
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questions at the end of the comments for 
verses 6-7. After allowing for discussion, 
invite volunteers to share insights gained 
by reading and discussing the paragraph 
and questions. Emphasize that God took 
the initiative in forgiving Isaiah of his 
sin and that God takes the initiative in 
providing salvation to us through Jesus. 

TRANSITION: God broke the silence, posing a 
question to which Isaiah responded. 

READ: Direct the group to silently 
read Isaiah 6:8-10, looking for Isaiah’s 
response. 

CLARIFY: Point the group to the PSG for 
insight into God’s question and Isaiah’s 
response in the comments on verse 8 (PSG, 
p. 25). Ask: How would you characterize 
Isaiah’s response? 

DISCUSS: How is Isaiah’s response 
connected to God granting him 
forgiveness? How is our willingness to 
share with others about Jesus connected 
to Him granting us forgiveness? 

MINI-LECTURE: Present a brief summary 
of the comments about verses 9-10. 
Emphasize that God called Isaiah to 
proclaim God’s message clearly, regardless 
of the response. 

DISCUSS: How has your response to the 
question on page 26 of the PSG changed as 
a result of today’s discussion?

READ: Comment that if we were told that 
people would not respond to us delivering 
God’s message, we would most likely 
wonder how long we were to deliver that 
message. Call for a volunteer to read 
Isaiah 6:11-13, directing the group to 
listen for God’s answer to Isaiah.

PROBE: Invite volunteers to share 
responses they might have anticipated to 
Isaiah’s question. Direct attention to the 
title given in the PSG for this section of the 

passage (God’s Persistence). Lead the group 
to discuss how God’s persistence is seen 
in this passage. Focus on God continuing 
to offer salvation through faith in His 
Son. Encourage the group to be thankful 
that God is persistent in the pursuit of a 
relationship with His people. 

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE
REINFORCE: Remind the group of the 
beginning activity (sharing life-defining 
moments). Lead them to discuss how this 
encounter with God was a life-defining 
moment for Isaiah. Invite volunteers to 
share how their encounters with Jesus 
were life-defining moments for them. 
Inform the group that you will be available 
following the group time to share with 
anyone who wants to know more about 
Jesus and His offer of forgiveness. 

REVIEW: Call attention to the four 
statements under Apply the Text (PSG, 
p. 27). Challenge the group to select one 
statement they most needed to know or 
be reminded of. Direct them to record 
in the margin their reasons for selecting 
that statement, assuring them they won’t 
be asked to share aloud. Challenge them 
to reflect each day this week on that 
statement. 

RESPOND: Guide the group to respond to 
the second question set under Apply the 
Text in the PSG: (p. 27): As a group, read 
aloud Isaiah 6:8. Discuss how Isaiah’s response 
to God’s call upon his life is the logical and 
appropriate response for every believer. What 
might be said about a person who responds 
negatively to such a calling?

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, thanking God for inviting His 
people to deliver His message. Ask that 
God help the group be faithful in delivering 
His message. 

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



32 E        B   |  L    G  32 E        B   |  L    G  

OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  
on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Secure a copy of “Holy, Holy, Holy,” by 
Reginald Heber. Before leading the group to 
sing the hymn, review the words. Lead the 
group to identify ways the lyrics are seen in 
Isaiah 6. 

PROBLEM SOLVING

Verse 8 depicts the Trinity as dialoguing 
about who would deliver their message 
to the wayward Israelites. Place the group 
into smaller teams and direct each team 
to identify potential deliverers of God’s 
message and the pros and cons of each. 
Help the group understand that the 
person most qualified would be a person 
like the ones to whom the message was 
to be delivered who had discovered God’s 
forgiveness. Emphasize that God continues 
to use people like the ones He is seeking to 
save to deliver His message. 

PHYSICAL

Gather tongs and a lump of charcoal. 

Display a lump of charcoal. Call on a 
volunteer and present him or her with 
tongs. Invite the volunteer to use the tongs 
to pick up the charcoal and then move 
around the room so each person can get 
a closer look at the charcoal. Discuss the 
role the tongs and burning ember played 
in Isaiah 6 as the volunteer moves around 
the group. 

DRAMATIC PRESENTATION

Recruit two volunteers to play the role of 
the voices of God and Isaiah, reading the 
passage as a dialogue between the two. 
You may want to serve as the narrator, 
presenting verses 1-4 and calling on the 

rest of the group to function as seraphim, 
calling out to each other the words recorded 
in verse 3. 

COMPARISON

Direct the group to compare Isaiah’s 
encounter with God and Paul’s encounter 
recorded in Acts 9. Lead the group to 
discuss: How are the accounts similar? How 
are they different? How does one encounter 
help us understand the other encounter? 
How do these compare to how we came to 
understand our need for Jesus? 

RESEARCH

Pre-enlist a group member to prepare a 
presentation on the life of Uzziah. Direct 
the volunteer to consult a Bible dictionary 
and other sources for assistance. Encourage 
the person to include why Uzziah’s death 
was significant as a marker in time. Call for 
the volunteer to present his or her findings 
to the group.

VISUAL 

Gather art supplies.

Provide art supplies, and invite the group 
to create images that represent what Isaiah 
saw in verses 1-4. Allow volunteers to 
explain their images and the symbolism 
they included. 
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13
God Promises
Since God is sovereign, His people can trust His promises.

ISAIAH 7:7-17 
MEMORY VERSE: ISAIAH 7:14

S E S S I O N  3

STUDY Isaiah 7:7-17, noting opportunities  

for expressing faith. Use Explore the Text  

(pp. 35–39) to gain insight into Ahaz’s situation. 

Reflect on how Jesus’ birth gives us confidence 

to remain faithful to God.

CREATE a teaching plan using the ideas on 

pages 40–42. Focus on helping the group 

discover the dangers of failing to trust God. 

Consider using a teaching approach you have 

yet to use this quarter. (See p. 42 for ideas.) 

GATHER the following items:  

 Extra Personal Study Guides (PSGs)

   A volunteer to summarize Exodus 3 and 

Judges 6 during the session (p. 40)

Make copies of:  

   Pack Item 9 (Handout: Isaiah’s Messianic 

Prophecies) 

   Pack Item 10 (Handout: The Kings Isaiah Served)

   Pack Item 14 (Handout: Names of God in Isaiah)

CONSULT QuickSource for additional questions 

to use during the group time and review the 

Explore the Bible Adult Commentary for additional 

biblical insights (available for purchase from 

LifeWay.com).

REINFORCE the session by gathering the group 

for a time of sharing ideas for celebrating 

Christmas. Include an opportunity for 

discussing ways to tell others about Jesus 

during the Christmas season. 
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FIRST THOUGHTS
“Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth” is an odd idiom. A person can tell the 
age and quality of a horse by looking at its teeth. To look at the teeth of a 
horse given as a gift shows a lack of appreciation. The idiom means do not 
reject a gift someone gives you. In Isaiah’s day, God offered King Ahaz a gift, a 
sign guaranteeing God’s protection. But Ahaz thought it was better to trust in 
Assyria instead of God—a decision that would have devastating consequences.

(In PSG, p . 28) Why are people sometimes prone to believe they can do better 

than what God offers them?

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 7:1–12:6

Isaiah 7 took place at a time when the Northern Kingdom of Israel and 
the kingdom of Aram (modern-day Syria) had joined forces to resist the 
growing power of the Assyrian Empire to their northeast. King Ahaz of 
Judah did not want to join their coalition, likely due to his fear of reprisals 
from the Assyrians, and this resistance concerned the northern kingdoms. 
They worried that unless they could force the Southern Kingdom of Judah 
to join their alliance, Judah could attack their southern borders while they 
were fighting the Assyrians—then they would have a war with two enemies 
on two different fronts. To avoid this scenario, Aram and Israel decided to 
force the issue—to invade Judah and take control of the country and its 
military resources. This imminent invasion terrified King Ahaz and the 
people. It was in this context that God sent Isaiah to Ahaz with a message 
of encouragement.

Unfortunately, Ahaz did not accept Isaiah’s message. As a result, God 
declared in graphic terms that Judah would be punished for its lack of faith. 
In the coming judgment via the Assyrian invasion, both Israel and Aram 
would suffer greatly but so would Judah. Even the child born to Isaiah in 
chapter 8 was named with this judgment in mind. God told Isaiah to name 
his newborn son Maher-shalal-hash-baz, which means “speeding to the 
plunder, hurrying to the spoil.” God’s judgment was coming in the form of 
the invading Assyrian army. The only hope for God’s people was found in 
God Himself, whether the Assyrians recognized it or not (8:13). 

Thankfully, though, this was not the end of the story. In chapter 9, God 
promised an amazing two-part hope for the future. First, the Assyrians would 
get their due punishment in time; God’s justice would catch up with them. 
Secondly, God would send a child. This would be no ordinary child. He is 

KEY DOCTRINE

God the Son

In His incarnation, Jesus was 
conceived of the Holy Spirit 
and born of the virgin Mary 
(Matt. 1:18-23).

BIBLE SKILL

Use a Bible dictionary.

Make a list of the kings 
mentioned in Isaiah 7. Using a 
Bible dictionary, read the articles 
about each king listed and make 
notes on each. What lessons 
can you learn from what you 
read? How does each king’s life 
illustrate the need for trusting in 
God and His plans? 
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called the “Eternal Father, Prince of Peace.” In a manner Isaiah’s audience 
probably would have struggled to understand, God promised deliverance 
through a child who was both human and God. We have the hindsight of 
seeing Jesus as the fulfillment of this prophecy, but how marvelous and yet 
confusing it must have been to the faithful in Isaiah’s audience!  

From hope, Isaiah turns back to judgment. The corruption and 
faithlessness of God’s people had to be dealt with, and the second half 
of chapter 9 details the coming consequences. When faced with God’s 
discipline, many would turn away rather than turning to Him in repentance 
and humility. Ultimately, the Northern Kingdom was almost completely 
wiped out. The failure of the Assyrians to recognize God would result in 
them being destroyed completely. Yet even in judgment there was a note 
of hope. A remnant—a small portion of God’s people—would survive, and 
God promised they would return to the land someday.   

Like a breath of fresh air, chapters 11 and 12 bring the promise of 
restoration through the messianic King—a descendant of David. This promised 
figure would be a true king. His focus would be on God and on pleasing God. 
Everything he did would be a result of this focus. The effect of his rule would 
be the establishment of an idyllic setting that reflects the garden of Eden prior 
to the fall. The remnant would return to this restored garden and rejoice. 

This progression is a notable pattern found throughout the prophets: 
sin results in judgment, but judgment is followed by restoration and peace. 
Indeed, judgment is the punishment required for peace to be established. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

GOD INTERVENES (ISA . 7:7-9)

Verses 7-9
It will not happen; it will not occur. This statement from God goes back to 
the previous verses. The people of Judah and King Ahaz were terrified of the 
impending invasion from the north. Through Isaiah, God stated point blank 
that Ahaz had nothing to worry about; what he feared would not happen. God 
expressed this fact twice to emphasize the certainty that there was nothing 
to worry about. The difficulty for Ahaz and Judah was believing it. The reality 
they faced was a gathering army on their doorstep. Trusting God’s promise 
before it comes to pass is always a challenge, even for the most faithful. 

Within verses 8-9 are two main elements. First, the specific enemies 
of Judah are described. Damascus was the capital of the kingdom of 
Aram and Rezin was the king. •Ephraim was, of course, one of the tribes 
of Israel but by the time of the prophets it came to be synonymous with 
the Northern Kingdom. In this passage, Ephraim refers to the Northern 
Kingdom of Israel as a whole. Samaria was the capital city of the Northern 
Kingdom at this time. 

God stated that Ephraim would be too shattered to be a people 
and that this would happen within sixty-five years of the giving of 

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“The Syro-Ephraimitic War,” 
available digitally in the Fall 2020 
issue of Biblical Illustrator for 
Explore the Bible. Available at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator.

VERSES 7-9

7 This is what the Lord 

God says: It will not 

happen; it will not 

occur. 8 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), 9 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.
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the prophecy. This event came to pass by 722 BC when the Assyrian 
Empire destroyed the city of Samaria and the Northern Kingdom. All that 
was left was a devastated territory populated by a few survivors and new 
people groups that the Assyrians resettled from other parts of the empire. 
These different people groups would intermarry, ultimately creating the 
ethnic group known as the Samaritans by the time of Jesus. The fact that 
the Northern Kingdom would be destroyed indicated that Aram (Syria) 
would be gone as well. Isaiah was simply focused on the specific people of 
God at this point.  

Isaiah’s prophecy came with an admonition to Ahaz and Judah as well: 
stand firm in your faith. King Ahaz had to act on faith. He and the people 
of Judah needed to align their actions with the idea that God would deliver 
them. If not, the consequences would be serious. Failure to believe God’s 
prophetic word would mean that Ahaz and Judah would face a similar 
fate to that of the northern kingdoms; you will not stand at all was an 
ominous warning. Failure to be faithful to God would result in sharing the 
fate of God’s enemies. Unfortunately, Ahaz did not heed this warning; he 
was making political moves to secure his future. Faced with the fear of 
invasion, he would not trust God to deliver him. 

When have you had to stand firm in your faith? Does taking this stance mean 

that all doubt is removed? What has helped you remain faithful and act on 

your belief in tough situations?

GOD EXPECTS (ISA . 7:10-13)

Verses 10-11
God knows our tendency to put our trust in solutions we can control. As a 
result, God offered Ahaz a sign to prove that what He had promised would 
come to pass. Amazingly, this sign could be as deep as Sheol (the underworld) 
or as high as heaven. God was essentially telling Ahaz that the sky was the 
limit for the sign of proof. Ahaz could have asked for the sun to move or go 
dark. It is better to believe without signs, but when God offers one, there is 
no good reason not to take Him up on it! Indeed, once Ahaz asked for the 
sign and it was given, the king would have no excuse for a failure to believe. 
Ahaz knew this, and his response was insidiously clever. 

Verses 12-13
I will not test the Lord. This sounds like a good thing, right? In many 
situations, such a response would be appropriate. Yet in the setting of 
Isaiah 7, Ahaz’s statement was a cover for what he had already decided to 
do. He would not believe the promise of the Lord and act in faith; instead, 
he would seek his own solution. Anyone who spends time working in a 
ministry environment knows that religious terminology can be used to 

VERSES 10-11

10 Then the Lor spoke 

again to Ahaz: 11 “Ask 

for a sign from the Lor 

your God — it can be as 

deep as Sheol or as high 

as heaven.”

VERSES 12-13

12 But Ahaz replied, “I 

will not ask. I will not 

test the L.” 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?
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cover real motivations or thoughts. For example, saying that we “need to 
pray about it” may be a cover for not wanting to commit to something. 
Ahaz was doing the same thing here. He didn’t want to act in faith and 
knew that having a sign from God would take away his excuse. So, he did 
what many of us do: he covered his sin with righteous-sounding terms. 

Isaiah saw right through Ahaz. With the stern statement, Listen, 
house of David, Isaiah marked Ahaz’s excuse for what it was. The 
impersonal house of David phrase likely served as a warning to Ahaz that 
he was still standing only because of God’s covenantal promise to David. It 
is not absolutely clear whether the patience of men refers to many or just 
to Isaiah, though the latter is more likely. Ahaz did not have a good track 
record of listening to God’s prophet. Now, however, the king also managed 
to try the patience of my God as well. Both Isaiah and God knew that 
Ahaz’s pious excuse for refusing a sign was anything but pious. 

Has there ever been a time when you have asked God for some sort of sign? 

Did you receive one? When is the desire for signs good or bad with respect 

to our faith? 

GOD ANNOUNCES (ISA . 7:14-15)

Verse 14
The Lord himself is an emphatic statement. Even though Ahaz had refused 
to ask for a sign, God would give one. Ahaz would not have the excuse he 
hoped for. When the fruits of his unfaithfulness became ripe, he would not 
be able to blame God. 

The phrase the virgin will conceive has been a source of disagreement 
among interpreters. There are a few possibilities with respect to the Hebrew 
words in the text. The Hebrew word almah is difficult to translate. This 
word can mean “virgin,” but it is not limited to that idea, since it can also 
refer to a newly-married woman or any young woman in some cases. (See 
Gen. 24:43; Ex. 2:8; Ps. 68:25; Prov. 30:19; Song of Sg. 1:3; 6:8.) The New 
Testament writers, of course, quote this verse and apply it to Mary and 
the birth of Jesus.  How, then, do we understand Isaiah 7:14 in its original 
context? Is it specifically (and only) referring to Mary, Jesus, and the virgin 
birth? Or could this verse have more than one fulfillment?

Three main choices present themselves as options for proper 
interpretation. First, some believe that the fulfillment of the sign of the 
almah (“young woman” or “virgin”) conceiving and giving birth refers to 
the birth of Jesus and only that. This is possible, and it takes the New 
Testament use of the passage seriously. But this interpretation is not 
without its challenges. If the sign of Isaiah 7:14 refers only to Jesus, then 
the sign was largely a moot point for Ahaz and Judah at the time. After 
all, if the sign didn’t have any sort of fulfillment until the birth of Jesus 

VERSE 14

14 Therefore, the Lord 

himself will give you a 

sign: See, the virgin will 

conceive, have a son, and 

name him Immanuel.
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centuries later, then it offered no real immediate proof that God would take 
care of the crisis facing Ahaz and Judah. 

For this reason, some suggest a second interpretation. This is the view 
that in the Old Testament context, the child to be born was Isaiah’s own 
child, as recorded in Isaiah 8:3. This view understands the word almah as a 
more general term (“young woman”), since Isaiah’s wife had already given 
Isaiah at least one child. (See 7:3.) If this second interpretation is correct, 
then we see a double fulfillment of the promise: an immediate fulfillment 
during the time of Ahaz as well as a second and greater fulfillment in the 
birth of Jesus. The third interpretive option is similar to the second—a 
double fulfillment, except rather than pointing to Isaiah’s wife it assumes 
the woman in question was unknown at the time. 

Sometimes believers feel uncomfortable with the idea that a prophecy 
that Jesus fulfilled might have had an immediate, Old Testament 
fulfillment. Instead of being a reason for concern, this should be a matter 
of wonder at God’s sovereignty. The God who inspired Scripture inspired 
these sections, knowing that they would have layers of fulfillment and 
bringing those events to pass in their appointed times. How awe-inspiring! 

It’s worth noting that understanding the historical context of 
Isaiah 7 can actually help us appreciate the sign being applied to Jesus. 
When Matthew quoted Isaiah 7:14 (Matt. 1:23), he was not just referring 
to the sign; he was pointing to the context of Isaiah and Ahaz’s situation. 
At both points in history—Isaiah’s time and Matthew’s time—the threats 
and oppression of a foreign power faced the Jewish people. At both points, 
the people wondered if God would take care of them. At both points, the 
leaders were tempted to rely on their own power and plans to assure their 
futures. In both cases, God provided a sign that indicated He was indeed 
present and in control. The child in both cases is given the honorific title of 
Immanuel, which means “God with us.” Of course, the child in Matthew—
Jesus—was God physically with the people in a truly special way. He was 
the child forecast in Isaiah 9, the Mighty God. In both cases, the people and 
leaders were faced with a choice. Would they believe in God and trust Him, 
or would they rely on themselves? 

Verse 15
The phrases in this verse, learns to reject what is bad and choose what 
is good and he will be eating curds and honey, are an indication of how 
much time would pass for the immediate fulfillment of the prophecy. Most 
commentators agree that the time frame in mind was two to four years, as 
by this time children are able to make moral choices. Dairy was a staple in 
the ancient Near East, as it provided nourishment and was readily available. 
The honey was likely used to help offset the more sour-tasting curds. A 
child would need to be at least a year old before these very basic food stuffs 
were given to them. Interestingly enough, after the punishment of God, 
the people of Judah would have to survive on this food as well (7:22).

VERSE 15

15 By the time he learns 

to reject what is bad and 

choose what is good, 

he will be eating curds 

and honey.
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How does knowing the fuller context of Isaiah 7:14 help you appreciate 

Matthew’s application of the verse to Jesus more? Does it challenge you to 

look at the passages differently?

GOD JUDGES (ISA . 7:16-17)

Verses 16-17
Continuing the thought of verse 15, God explained that before the promised 
child reached the stage of being able to discern good from evil, the nations 
that Ahaz worried about would be gone. Somewhere between birth and 
eating more solid food, and before the child knew he should reject what is 
bad and choose what is good—within two to four years—the threat from 
the northern enemies would be eliminated. In fact, the Lord told Ahaz that 
the land of the two kings you dread will be abandoned by that time. This 
is a general statement, since Aram would fall to the Assyrians in relatively 
quick order but Israel would continue as a nation for some time. (See 7:8.) 
However, the Northern Kingdom of Israel would suffer defeat at the hands 
of the Assyrians and continue as a subjugated state within the Empire of 
Assyria before its final fall in 722 BC. 

Unfortunately for King Ahaz and Judah, refusal to trust and believe 
God would bring dire consequences on them as well. Ahaz had refused 
the sign God had offered because he had made up his mind to appeal to 
Assyria for deliverance from Aram and Israel. Assyria was happy to oblige, 
but at a high cost: Ahaz had to pay a large amount of tribute or protection 
money. Doing so weakened the country of Judah and effectively submitted 
the country to Assyrian rule. In other words, Ahaz decided to pay the 
biggest bully on the playground to protect him and his country instead 
of trusting the loving God. As a result, Judah would suffer at the hands 
of the Assyrians. This was an ominous warning. In time, Assyria would 
ravage Judah and destroy most of her cities. Just in case Ahaz missed the 
significance of this threat, Isaiah spelled it out clearly: He will bring the 
king of Assyria. Ahaz had essentially invited a jaguar into his house to 
protect him from some wild dogs on the outside. 

Have you ever chosen to create your own solution to a problem rather than 

trusting God? What kind of consequences did you have to deal with as a 

result? What did you learn from the situation?

VERSES 16-17

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. 
17 The Lor 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.”
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION

RESPOND: Prior to the group’s arrival, 
write the statement “Don’t look a gift horse 
in the mouth” on a board. As the group 
arrives, encourage them to propose ways 
this saying might have originated without 
using any electronic devices. After most 
have arrived, point to the first paragraph 
on page 28 in the Personal Study Guide 
(PSG) to explain the meaning of the 
phrase. Allow the group to share ways they 
might say the same thing today. Highlight 
responses that emphasize being grateful for 
a gift received.

EXPLAIN: In Isaiah 7, a gift was offered to 
King Ahaz, and yet he paused. The offer 
came from God, and we will learn more 
about the offer in our study. Ask: Why are 
people sometimes prone to believe they 
can do better than what God offers them? 
(PSG, p. 28) Challenge the group to look for 
the dangers of failing to trust God. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

INTRODUCE: Use information from Pack 
Item 10 (Handout: The Kings Isaiah Served) 
and Understand the Context (PSG, p. 29) 
to introduce Ahaz. Focus on Ahaz’s regular 
habit of ignoring God. Explain that King 
Pekah of Israel allied with King Rezin of 
Syria with the hope of forming a coalition 
of nations that could stop the advancement 
of the Assyrians. King Jotham (Ahaz’s 
father) and Ahaz had refused to join the 
coalition, so Pekah and Rezin sought to 
replace Ahaz. Isaiah was sent by God to 
assure Ahaz of God’s promises. 

READ: Call for a volunteer to read aloud 
Isaiah 7:7-9, as the group listens for the 
warning given by Isaiah. 

CLARIFY: Direct the group to review the 
comments on verses 7-9 (PSG, pp. 30–32). 
Lead them to propose how knowing 
this information gives us a different 
understanding of Isaiah’s presence. 
Emphasize the ending phrase in verse 9 to 
help the group understand that God was 
giving Ahaz an opportunity to turn to Him 
in faith. 

RESPOND: Explain that God’s message 
sent through Isaiah was filled with hope 
for the future. Invite the group to share 
promises in the Bible that bring them hope. 
Call attention to the questions at the end 
of the comments on verses 8 and 9 (PSG, 
p. 32). Direct the group to share with a 
partner their responses to the questions. 
Allow a few volunteers to summarize what 
they heard from others in the group. 

READ: Direct the group to silently read 
Isaiah 7:10-13 to discover Ahaz’s response. 

REVIEW: Call on the pre-enlisted volunteer 
to summarize Exodus 3 and Judges 6 
and the difference between the two types 
of signs God provided. Focus on the 
importance of recognizing God in both 
signs. Allow the group to suggest other 
instances when God offered a sign to give 
confidence to a person or group (examples: 
Noah and the rainbow, the shepherds at 
Jesus’ birth, the resurrection promised in 
three days). 

DISCUSS: What do people who display a 
false piety to God reveal about themselves? 
(PSG, p. 33). Transition the discussion by 
asking the group to identify what the need 
for a sign reveals about humanity. 

ANALYZE: Place the group into teams of 
three. Direct each team to review Isaiah 
7:11-13, paying particular attention to 
Ahaz’s response. Guide each team to agree 
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on a three-word-or-less descriptor that 
characterizes Ahaz’s response. Point them 
to the PSG (pp. 32–33) for assistance if 
needed. Invite representatives to share 
their team’s descriptor. 

CREATE: Call for the teams to identify 
ways people try to disguise their unbelief 
(PSG, p. 33). Invite a representative from 
each team to share their lists. Combine the 
responses to create a master list. Challenge 
the group to examine their lives in the 
week ahead for ways they mask their 
unbelief. 

TRANSITION: God offers a sign in spite of 
Ahaz’s unbelief. 

READ: Direct someone to read aloud 
Isaiah 7:14-15, as the group listens for the 
sign offered. 

PRESENT: Distribute copies of Pack Item 9 
(Handout: Isaiah’s Messianic Prophecies). 
Call attention to the third item listed 
(Isaiah 7:14). Read Matthew 1:22-23 and 
the Key Doctrine on page 33 of the PSG. 
Explain that Matthew understood Jesus 
to be the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy. 
Call attention to the comments under 
Verses 14-15 (PSG, p. 34) and how scholars 
understand that this prophecy might 
have a dual meaning. Allow the group to 
evaluate the merit of both approaches, 
providing other Bible study resources if 
needed. Emphasize that regardless of one’s 
understanding of how the prophecy related 
to Isaiah’s day, no question exists that this 
prophecy points to Jesus. 

ASK: How does God’s keeping His promise 
to send the Messiah, the Lord Jesus Christ, 
affect our trust in God in other matters? 
(PSG, p. 35) 

TRANSITION: Isaiah assured Ahaz that the 
child would be born in poverty in part because 
of his failure to trust God. He then pronounced 
God’s judgment on Ahaz. 

READ: Direct the group to read silently 
Isaiah 7:16-17 and the comments 
in the PSG. 

REACTION: Invite the group to share the 
emotions expressed in verses 16 and 17. 
Guide them to compare the emotions 
sensed in this passage with the emotions 
experienced today when a person rejects 
God and His provision. 

DISCUSS: What sources of security do 
people turn to today as a substitute for 
trusting God? (PSG, p. 35) How do these 
sources eventually turn on them? 

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE

REVIEW: Call attention to the four 
statements under Apply the Text (PSG, 
p. 36). Lead the group to identify specific 
verses in today’s passage that support each 
statement, recording the passage reference 
next to each statement. Allow them to offer 
other summary statements to add if they 
desire and a reference that supports their 
added statement(s). 

RESPOND: Prior to the group time, select 
one of the question sets under Apply the 
Text. Lead the group to respond to the 
selected questions. You may choose to 
lead them to respond silently, challenging 
them to revisit this section later in the 
day or week. 

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, thanking God for being gracious 
and providing His Son as proof that He is 
faithful to His promises. 
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  
on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Secure a copy of the words to the hymn 
“O Come, O Come, Emmanuel,” by John 
Mason Neale and Henry Sloane Coffin. 
Lead the group to read the words in 
unison but substitute “God with Us” each 
time the word Emmanuel appears in the 
text. Guide them to discuss the different 
ways hope is portrayed in the hymn. Refer 
to Pack Item 14 (Handout: Names of God in 
Isaiah) to support the discussion.

CHART

Gather paper, markers, and Bible 
dictionaries.

Provide supplies to the group for making 
a chart. Call attention to the Bible Skill in 
the PSG (p. 32), providing Bible dictionaries 
and other Bible study resources. Direct the 
group to complete the Bible Skill using the 
study resources provided or their electronic 
devices. Guide them to create a chart based 
on what they discovered while doing the 
research on each king. 

MONOLOGUE

Pre-enlist a volunteer to develop a 
monologue to introduce the challenge and 
crisis faced by Ahaz. Allow the person to 
present the monologue prior to reading 
Isaiah 7 as a group. 

CASE STUDY

Place the group into teams of three. Direct 
each team to develop a case study based on 
the discussion about ways people disguise 
their unbelief. After teams present their 
case study, discuss ways people can move 
past their unbelief. 

DEBATE

Gather Bible commentaries.

Create two teams, one to present a case 
for Jesus being the only fulfillment of the 
prophecy, while the other team presents 
a case for Jesus and the birth of a child in 
Isaiah’s day. Conduct the debate, reminding 
the group that either way, Jesus fulfills the 
prophecy. 

WORD STUDY

Gather Bible concordances.

Provide Bible concordances and lead the 
group through a word study of the word 
Isaiah used that is translated as “virgin.” 
Assign passages to read as listed in the 
concordance. Note that the word used 
by Isaiah appears several times in the 
Old Testament (Gen. 24:43; Song of Sg. 
1:3; 6:8; Isa. 7:14). Compare that with 
the use of the word translated virgin in 
Matthew 1:23 (used more than ten times 
in the New Testament). Lead the group to 
identify insights gained about the prophecy 
declared by Isaiah. 

TESTIMONY

Pre-enlist a volunteer to share about an 
experience in which he or she was forced to 
take an action that required faith in God. 
Interview the person afterward, focusing 
on how he or she overcame any hesitations 
and identifying specific promises of God 
that encouraged that person. Emphasize 
the importance of trusting God and His 
promises. 
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14
God Reigns
God controls the rise and fall of nations and powers.

ISAIAH 23:8-18
MEMORY VERSE: ISAIAH 14:24

S E S S I O N  4

STUDY Isaiah 23:8-18, looking for the rise 

and fall of nations. Notice the role God plays 

in the affairs of nations, demonstrating His 

sovereign control. 

CREATE a teaching plan using the ideas on 

pages 50–52. Focus on leading the group 

to honor God as sovereign over all nations. 

Consider ways of using the Bible Skill to add 

depth to the group time. 

GATHER the following items: 

 Extra Personal Study Guides (PSGs)

 Name tags and markers for the group 

Prepare to display:  

  Pack Item 1 (Map: Prophets of the Eighth Century)

  Pack Item 2 (Outline of Isaiah)

  Pack Item 3 (Poster: Themes of Isaiah) 

  Pack Item 5 (Poster: Names of God in Isaiah)

Make copies of:  

   Pack Item 14 (Handout: Names of God in Isaiah)

CONSULT the weekly Explore the Bible adult 

podcast to gain insights on the go about this 

week’s study on Ministry Grid, Apple Podcasts, 

Stitcher, Spotify, LifeWay’s Digital Pass, or at 

goExploreTheBible.com/adults-training.

REINFORCE the session by evaluating the 

extent to which your group honors God. Allow 

leaders within the group to suggest key factors 

that indicate a group honors God and use  

those indicators to conduct the evaluation. 

Identify actions to take to improve based on  

the evaluation. 
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Throughout history, we have seen dictators, despots, and other leaders seize 
control of countries or regions. At the time, some of these leaders and their 
groups they led appeared to be invincible, carrying an unchecked arrogance 
as they gained more power. In Isaiah’s day, Tyre and Sidon were Phoenician 
cities on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea that had a vast and powerful 
financial empire. To the human eye, they seemed invincible, but they were no 
match for God. God is sovereign over every nation and human seat of power.

(In PSG, p . 37) What are some things that may cause a person to question 

who is really in control? 

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 13:1–23:18

This week’s lesson comes from the end of a section of Isaiah (23:2-18) 
referred to as “oracles against the nations” or “judgments on the nations.” 
To understand what these oracles are doing in the Book of Isaiah, it is 
important to remember last week’s material. God had promised judgment 
and then eventual restoration for the people of Israel and Judah. A natural 
question for Isaiah’s audience was how any restoration would be possible 
given the power of the nations around them. King Ahaz of Judah certainly 
didn’t trust that God could accomplish His promise amidst the looming 
threat of Assyria and the northern kingdoms. Even the smaller nations 
bordering Judah, such as Edom, Moab, Philistia, and Aram, presented a 
substantial threat to God’s people. How could the God of Judah overcome 
such a barrier? How could there ever be a messianic kingdom like the one 
depicted in Isaiah 9, given that the surrounding nations would oppose it? 

This concern is easier to grasp if we understand some of the common 
beliefs of the ancient Near East. In the ancient Near East, gods were thought 
to be territorial. The gods of the various ancient Near Eastern countries 
were believed to be most powerful on their home turf, with their powers 
waning further from home. The people of the time also believed that when 
nations fought, their gods fought for them against the gods of the opposing 
nations. In this view, the gods could win and lose, just like the nations they 
sponsored. In this cultural context, it was tempting for the Judeans to put 
their God in the same category as the other gods of the region and wonder 
whether He could really deliver them. 

In chapters 13–23, Isaiah responded. He presented the oracles against 
the nations as evidence that the God of Judah can and will judge the other 

KEY DOCTRINE

God the Father

God as Father reigns with 
providential care over His 
universe, His creatures, and the 
flow of the stream of human 
history according to the purposes 
of His grace (Jer. 10:10).

BIBLE SKILL

Compare references that use the 
same phrase or term.

Isaiah referred to God as the 
LORD of Armies in verse 9. Look 
up 1 Samuel 1:3; 2 Samuel 7:26; 
Psalm 80:4; Amos 5:14-15; Haggai 
2:6-9; and Malachi 1:11-14. 
Pay attention to the verses 
surrounding these verses as well. 
Note the main point being made 
in each passage. What attributes 
of God are most seen in this title? 
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nations. The fundamental truth Isaiah sought to remind the people of was 
that God was not just Lord of Judah but Lord of all nations—whether they 
acknowledged Him or not—and of all the created order. The oracles against 
the nations were a testimony to the power and sovereignty of God. 

 The oracles start with a declaration of judgment against Babylon and 
end with the judgment on Tyre. The choice of these places as a starting and 
stopping point was probably meant to indicate the area of the world that 
most impacted Judah, since Babylon was to the east and Tyre was on the 
shore of the Mediterranean Sea in the west. In addition, each nation 
mentioned in the oracles was likely meant to represent a particular vice. For 
example, the oracle against Babylon centers on their self-aggrandizement, 
while the oracle against Tyre focuses on the great wealth of the city. In 
other words, not only would the surrounding nations be judged, but the 
oracles contained a reminder for the people of Judah: they should not trust 
in the values of the nations around them, such as power, wealth, or worldly 
wisdom. Only the Lord is truly trustworthy. They were to trust Him and  
believe He would be able to carry out justice and bring about the promised 
messianic kingdom of Isaiah chapters 9–12. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

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

Verse 8
The previous verses of chapter 23 describe the fall of •Tyre. This city was 
a major Phoenician center of trade and power during the time of Isaiah’s 
ministry. The city was situated on the coast north of Israel. Due to the fact 
there were not many harbors along the eastern coast of the Mediterranean 
Sea, Tyre became a major port for trade. As a result, it became an extremely 
wealthy place with a great deal of influence, and its people became known 
as skilled seafarers. The cities of Tyre and Sidon were also known for the 
worship of the ancient near eastern god Baal. 

In 23:1-7, Isaiah predicted the fall of Tyre and the loss of its wealth. This 
would have been astounding to Isaiah’s audience. Tyre had been inhabited 
and wealthy for a long period of time. Its particular placement on an island 
with large fortifications, a sizable population, and a fleet of ships made it 
appear to be a permanent fixture. We can get a better sense of the situation 
by imagining a modern-day equivalent: New York City. Very few people 
would believe a 21st century prophet who proclaimed New York would soon 
be left in ruins. Not only is the city sizable and well-established, but the 
impact of its loss would have major implications for the world as a whole. 
Stock markets would no doubt crash and major transportation routes would 
be snarled. We can perhaps get a small taste of this when we think of the 
impact of the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Magnify that level of 
destruction to the whole city of New York, and we have a taste of what Isaiah 
was predicting for the ancient world when he predicted the fall of Tyre. 

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“Merchants and Traders” in 
the Fall 2020 issue of Biblical 
Illustrator. Available at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator.

VERSE 8

8 Who planned this 

against Tyre, the 

bestower of crowns, 

whose traders are 

princes, whose 

merchants are the 

honored ones of 

the earth?
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Isaiah asked a rhetorical question: Who planned this against Tyre? 
While the answer will be specified in verse 9, it hardly needs to be stated: 
only God could do such a thing. The people of God may have wondered if He 
was in charge of the situation in Judah, but Isaiah made it clear that God is 
in charge of everything. Even such a powerful, wealthy city as Tyre was in 
God’s control. In the face of judgment, this was good news for the people in 
the long run. There was nothing in the development of world history that 
was outside of God’s plan.

While we don’t normally associate traders or merchants with royalty 
or power, Tyre’s wealth and reputation were such that her traders were 
viewed like royalty with crowns. Her merchants were treated like princes 
and given great honor because everyone wanted to benefit from the trade. 
Everywhere in the known world, the businessmen of Tyre were known and 
treated with respect.  

Verses 9-10
Isaiah removed all doubt about who would orchestrate the fall of Tyre with 
all its wealth. He stated that the Lord of Armies would do it. The prophet 
added the description of Armies to show that God is in charge of all of the 
armies of the world. As impressive as Tyre was and as extraordinary as 
its inhabitants and those associated with them thought themselves to be, 
they would be no match for the Lord and His armies. Verse 9 clearly reveals 
that God is in control of the nations.

God’s plan was to desecrate and disgrace the city and people of Tyre. 
The cause for this punishment was a common human failing: pride. The 
people of Tyre had become haughty and self-reliant in their wealth. The 
Phoenicians would be punished for their failure to recognize the true 
source of their wealth and power—God. 

Verse 10 is difficult to translate into English and commentators disagree 
over its meaning. Tarshish is likely a site in Spain, and as such, represents 
the farthest point of the trading world. (This is the same place that Jonah 
sought to go when he was fleeing the will of God.) For all practical purposes, 
Tarshish was the edge of the ancient Near Eastern world. The connection to 
Tyre was that of trade by way of the Mediterranean Sea. The fact that there 
is no longer anything to restrain you most likely means that Tarshish was 
no longer bound to Tyre in terms of trade. Another possible translation 
of the phrase there is no longer anything to restrain is “there is no longer 
any safe harbor” for the ships coming from Tarshish. This option comes 
from the fact that the Hebrew word can be translated as “harbor” instead 
of “restrain.” Either way, the idea is that Tyre would be decimated to the 
extent that trading would no longer be an option. Her trade relationships 
with other cities and ports would be over. 

The phrase overflow your land like the Nile is a curious one and may be 
an idiom. The regular flooding of the Nile River was crucial for the survival of 
Egypt and her economy. The surrounding land was very dry—almost desert. 
Egypt’s agriculture could not survive without the rich silt and water from the 
Nile. The image of this great river’s regular flooding would have been familiar 
to Isaiah’s audience and the people of Tyre. In this particular case, though, 

VERSES 9-10

9 The Lor of Armies 

planned it, to desecrate 

all its glorious beauty, to 

disgrace all the honored 

ones of the earth. 
10 Overflow your land 

like the Nile, daughter 

of Tarshish; there is 

no longer anything to 

restrain you.
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the people were the ones who are “flooding” or pouring forth in order to get 
away from the invading forces. They would flee the city in a bid to escape 
capture and death. 

Verses 11-12
Isaiah now brought the prime mover of Tyre’s devastation back into the 
limelight. The picture of God stretching His hand over the sea is one of 
supreme power and control. This image is even more striking when we 
examine it and the relationship of Tyre to the sea more closely. On the one 
hand, the Phoenicians of Tyre were considered some of the finest sailors of 
the ancient world. They maintained control of much of the shipping traffic 
between Egypt, Cyprus, and lands as far off as Spain (Tarshish), and were 
seen as undisputed masters of the sea. On the other hand, in the ancient 
world the sea was viewed as a source of chaos, and the gods of the sea were 
powerful foes to face. 

In verse 11 God stated that He is the master of the sea. He used imagery 
that harkened back to creation and the exodus. (Compare Gen. 1:2,6; 
Ex. 14.) It was not the Phoenicians of Tyre who were in control of the sea 
(or their fate) nor was it a pagan god. It is the God of Judah who controls 
everything. The realization of this awesome power would cause the 
kingdoms to tremble. The fall of Tyre would cause the surrounding nations 
to realize that there is nothing on earth that can be trusted to last. Only 
God is steadfast and forever.

The reference to Canaanite fortresses is a reference to Tyre. The religion 
of the Canaanites likely derived from the Phoenicians, and they had more 
in common with the Phoenicians to their north than they did with Egypt 
to their south. Thus, Isaiah combined the future destruction of Tyre with 
the past destruction of the Canaanites by Joshua. 

In verse 12 Tyre is compared to a young woman who had been 
ravished. The idea behind this image seems to be that of a young lady who 
was free and happy, without a care in the world, but then was despoiled or 
enslaved in some way. Her joy was gone and her beauty ruined. Daughter 
of Sidon indicates the relationship Tyre had with the city of Sidon to 
her north. Both Tyre and Sidon were important cities of the Phoenician 
people. Mentioning the two together was a way to refer to the Phoenicians 
in general. When the end came for Tyre, some would attempt to flee to the 
island country of Cyprus, but to no avail. They could not outrun the God 
of the universe. 

In what ways have you put your trust in the structures and institutions of 

your life? Have you ever considered that God, in His justice, might destroy 

your city or home country one day? In what ways does this motivate you with 

respect to your faith in God? 

VERSES 11-12

11 He stretched out 

his hand over the sea; 

he made kingdoms 

tremble. The Lor has 

commanded that the 

Canaanite fortresses be 

destroyed. 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!”
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GOD IS ACTIVE (ISA . 23:13-14)

Verses 13-14
Escaping destruction would be the first thought of any person in a besieged 
city. Verses 13-14 make it clear that no avenue to freedom would be available 
when the Assyrians invaded. The Chaldeans were a people group who 
occupied the area of Babylon, which was south of the Assyrian homeland. 
Isaiah told the citizens of Tyre to look at that society and see that it no 
longer existed. The Assyrians made war against Babylon at least twice. The 
most devastating siege was under the Assyrian ruler Sennacherib, who 
conquered and destroyed the city of Babylon in 689 BC. It would be many 
years before Babylon recovered and became the next major empire on the 
scene because the Assyrians made it a ruin. 

The phrase wail, ships of Tarshish brings this oracle full circle, tying 
the end of this poetic judgment section back to its beginning by repeating 
the opening phrase. (See 23:1.) The ships were addressed as if they were 
alive; they were a metaphor for the loss of the port and trade of Tyre. Even 
though Tyre was a fortress with tall walls, it would not stand against the 
judgment of God.   

This proved to be the case. Tyre was besieged several times in its history, 
and experienced loss each time. Because part of the city was an island 
fortress, its people did manage to regain some of what was lost and rebuild 
business over time. However, that would not last. In 332 BC, Alexander the 
Great used rubble from the ruined part of the city to build a causeway from 
the shore to the island citadel so he could besiege it. His siege was successful. 
He brought down the great city, and it did not recover its former glory 
after that. 

What major world or national event during your lifetime shocked you the 

most? How did it impact the way you think about your relationship with God? 

How did it impact the worldview of others in your life? 

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

Verses 15-16
The statement that Tyre will be forgotten for seventy years is a matter 
of some debate among scholars. Some view this as a literal seventy-year 
period, which would mirror the time that Judah would be in captivity 
(Jer. 29:10). Other scholars see this number as symbolic of a perfect period 
of time. In other words, Tyre would be forgotten the perfect amount of time 
needed for justice to be carried out. This more symbolic interpretation goes 
well with the clarifying phrase, the life span of one king. In this period 
of history, many kings did not make it to seventy years old. The number 
seventy, however, was sometimes used to express the ideal expected 

VERSES 13-14

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. 14 Wail, ships of 

Tarshish, because your 

fortress is destroyed!

VERSES 15-16

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: 16 Pick up your lyre, 

stroll through the city, 

you forgotten prostitute. 

Play skillfully, sing 

many a song so that you 

will be remembered.
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lifespan of the time. Either way, the key idea here is that Tyre would receive 
full justice from the hand of God, and punishment would be in accordance 
with her crimes. 

Isaiah’s reference to the song … about the prostitute is also somewhat 
ambiguous for the modern reader. The song itself is in verse 16, and we 
can only speculate that it was fairly well-known among Isaiah’s audience. 
The song describes a prostitute who was well past her prime and forgotten. 
Her former clientele no longer desired her, so she picked up a lyre and tried 
to gain attention as a musician of sorts. The implication for Tyre was this: 
after she suffered God’s judgment, her former trading partners would no 
longer be interested in her. With the loss of her wealth, she would lose 
her power and influence. Like the forgotten prostitute of the song, Tyre 
would have to do what she could to get a small portion of the attention 
she once had.

Verses 17-18
In these verses we see that the Lord would restore Tyre after her time of 
punishment had been completed. Yet the result of this restoration is not 
what the reader would expect. The city would go back into business. The 
prostitute in the song of verse 16 would go back to what she did before—
prostituting herself. The city of Tyre would resume her business and 
trade—actions described as engaging in prostitution with all the kingdoms 
of the world throughout the earth. 

This does not mean God views all business as sinful. Fair and equitable 
business is affirmed in the Bible as a means for survival and for helping 
one another. The issue here in Isaiah 23:17 was the motivation of the 
inhabitants of Tyre. Their primary goal—and ultimately the reason for 
God’s judgment on them—was to become wealthy and independently 
powerful. They wanted control. They trusted in what their business could 
secure for them instead of acknowledging the God of the universe. This is a 
good reminder for us as modern believers: the Bible consistently condemns 
the human tendency to trust in wealth and the power it brings rather than 
trusting in God.

In an ironic twist, the wages that the citizens of Tyre earned would 
ultimately be dedicated to the Lord. The Phoenicians intended to provide a 
lavish level of living for themselves but would ultimately end up supporting 
those dedicated to the one truly trustworthy being: God Himself. Even as 
other cities had once supported Tyre as the center of trade, Tyre would 
support those who serve the Lord in Jerusalem. It is unclear whether this 
would come about through some spiritual renewal within Tyre, such as 
that experienced by the Assyrians in the Book of Jonah or if these financial 
events would reflect the hand of God redistributing the financial gain 
against the will of the Tyrians. Either way, the crucial point is that God is 
in control, and those who trust in God should not trust in wealth or power 
as a source of security. Such things are subsidiary to God and His power. He 
is the only one we should and can trust. 

VERSES 17-18

17 And at the end of the 

seventy years, the L 

will restore Tyre and 

she will go back into 

business, prostituting 

herself with all the 

kingdoms of the world 

throughout the earth. 
18 But her profits and 

wages will be dedicated 

to the L. They will 

not be stored or saved, 

for her profit will go 

to those who live in 

the L’s presence, 

to provide them 

with ample food and 

sacred clothing.
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION

RESPOND: As the group arrives, direct 
them to create a name tag using their 
first name and one thing that causes 
them to question who is really in control. 
Encourage the group to greet others and 
give details about what they recorded on 
their name tags. After most have arrived, 
invite volunteers to share one thing that 
causes another person present to question 
who is really in control. Lead the group 
to categorize the items shared (examples: 
events in nature, life changes, political/
world events, acts of violence). 

TRANSITION: Highlight any responses 
given that point to political or world events. 
Summarize the information found in the 
first paragraph on page 37 of the Personal 
Study Guide (PSG). Challenge the group to 
look for ways God demonstrates His power 
even over the rise and fall of nations. Use 
Pack Item 3 (Poster: Themes of Isaiah) to 
emphasize that God is “the Sovereign Lord 
of History.”

EXPLORE THE TEXT

INTRODUCE: Call attention to the outline 
on page 9 of the PSG. You may also want 
to refer to Pack Item 2 (Outline of Isaiah). 
Highlight the third section of the outline to 
introduce today’s session. Use information 
from Understand the Context (pp. 44–45) 
to give more details. Explain that the study 
today will focus on one of these judgment 
pronouncements of Isaiah as an example.  

LOCATE: Direct attention to Pack Item 1  
(Map: Prophets of the Eighth Century). 
Highlight the city of Tyre.

READ: Read aloud Isaiah 23:8, as the 
group listens for clues about how Tyre 
viewed itself. 

PROPOSE: Direct the group to scan the 
comments on verse 8 in the PSG (p. 39), 
looking for information about the city of 
Tyre. Invite the group to share what Isaiah’s 
description of Tyre reveals about how 
its citizens viewed themselves. Help the 
group understand the invincible attitude 
presented by Isaiah. 

ASK: What are the dangers of assuming 
you or your organization are invincible to 
any attacks or future changes? 

READ: Direct the group to silently 
read Isaiah 23:9-12 to discover the fate 
awaiting the citizens of Tyre. Encourage 
them to scan the PSG for additional 
insight.  

STUDY: Call attention to the title “Lord 
of Armies” in Isaiah 23:9. Point to the title 
“Lord of Armies” on Pack Item 5 (Poster: 
Names of God in Isaiah) which you have 
displayed in the room. Lead the group to 
complete the Bible Skill in the Personal 
Study Guide (p. 40). Assign volunteers the 
passages listed, allowing them to read the 
assigned passage to the rest of the group. 
Ask: What attributes of God are most 
seen in this title? Clarify as needed using 
information from this Leader Guide and 
your study. 

DISPLAY: Distribute copies of Pack Item 14  
(Handout: Names of God in Isaiah), 
encouraging the group to circle the title 
“Lord of Armies” and record insights 
gained about the title on their copy of 
the handout. 
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DISCUSS: On a board, write: God is just in 
all He does (the first summary statement 
under Apply the Text on p. 45). Ask: How 
does Isaiah’s pronouncement against Tyre 
reveal God’s justice? How is recognizing 
that God is just in all He does as important 
as recognizing any of God’s other 
attributes?  

TRANSITION: Isaiah presents an example as 
evidence that God will act. 

READ: As you read Isaiah 23:13-14, 
direct the group to identify the evidence 
pointed to by Isaiah that God acts.  

CLARIFY: Use information from the 
commentary and the PSG (p. 42) to 
identify the Chaldeans. Emphasize how the 
Chaldeans may have been perceived in the 
same way as the citizens of Tyre. 

DISCUSS: On the same board where the 
previous summary statement was written, 
write: God actively directs the affairs of His 
creation. Lead the group to discuss other 
examples a person might give to support 
this statement (ex: Noah and the flood, the 
plagues in Egypt, crossing the Red Sea, or 
the conquering of Jericho). Ask: How does 
God demonstrate His power through the 
affairs of nations? (PSG, p. 42) 

TRANSITION: Up until this point in the 
pronouncement, the tone has been one 
of judgment. However the tone of the 
pronouncement changes after verse 14. 

READ: Direct the group to read silently 
Isaiah 23:15-18, looking for how the 
pronouncement changed. 

FOCUS: Highlight the last two phrases in 
Isaiah 23:16 (“sing many a song so that 
you will be remembered”). Lead the group 
to focus on this phrase and the lengths 
a person or group will go for the hope of 
being remembered. Emphasize the human 
desire to be honored beyond one’s lifetime. 

Point out that the desire to be remembered 
seems to have been an important motivator 
for the citizens of Tyre. 

ASK: How do human desires get in the way 
of honoring God? Which desires are the 
greatest obstacles for people when it comes 
to honoring God? 

PROPOSE: On the board add: God’s plan 
includes all nations honoring Him. Guide 
the group to identify how the citizens of 
Tyre would one day honor God. Point to 
the comments under Verses 17-18 in the 
Personal Study Guide on page 44 to clarify 
as needed.

ASK: What can one conclude about the 
nations’ relationship to God based upon 
Isaiah 23:15-18? (PSG, p. 44)   

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE

REVIEW: Call attention to the session 
summary statement under the title for 
this session (PSG, p. 37): God controls the 
rise and fall of nations and powers. Lead the 
group to identify how the three summary 
statements written on the board relate to 
the summary statement for the session. 

RESPOND: Prior to the group time, select 
one or more of the question sets under 
Apply the Text (PSG, p. 45). Lead the 
group to respond to the selected questions. 
You may choose to lead them to respond 
silently, challenging them to revisit this 
section later in the day or week. 

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, praising God as the One in control.  
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  
on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Lead the group to sing or listen to “May 
the Peoples Praise You,” by Keith and 
Kristyn Getty. Use the song to discuss how 
salvation should give believers a desire to 
offer praise to God. Emphasize that praise 
is the normal response to recognizing 
God’s rule and glory.  

NATURE

Direct attention to the Key Doctrine in 
the PSG (p. 43). Invite volunteers to share 
ways they see the truth of the doctrinal 
statement in nature. Point to the seasons 
of the year as one example of God reigning 
over His creation. 

OBJECTS

Gather objects that represent power such 
as car keys, money, a designer bag, etc.

Call attention to the display of the items 
gathered that represent power in some 
way. Invite the group to identify how each 
item represents power. Lead the group to 
identify how the Chaldeans (v. 13) and Tyre 
represented power in Isaiah’s day. Foster 
a discussion about the nature of God’s 
power when compared to the power of a 
group or item. 

ILLUSTRATION

Gather colored pencils and paper.

Provide a piece of paper to each person in 
the group. Guide them to fold the paper 
into thirds, folding the piece of paper as if 
they were preparing it to be mailed. When 
examining Isaiah 23:8, direct the group to 
create an illustration on the top third of 
the paper that depicts Tyre as it was during 
the time of Isaiah’s pronouncement. When 

examining Isaiah 23:9-12, lead the group 
to create in the middle third of the paper 
an illustration that depicted the promised 
judgment on Tyre. When examining Isaiah 
23:15-18, instruct the group to create an 
illustration on the bottom third of the 
paper that depicts the future restoration of 
Tyre. Allow volunteers to share and explain 
their illustrations through the session. 

PRESENTATION

Pre-enlist a volunteer to create a 
presentation on the history of Tyre. 
Point them to the Personal Study Guide, 
Biblical Illustrator articles, a Bible atlas, a 
Bible dictionary, and other study tools for 
assistance. (The person could present as 
someone living during Isaiah’s time.) Invite 
the volunteer to share the presentation 
and allow the group to ask about the 
information found. Use the presentation 
during the session to give the group 
context on Tyre.  

CREATIVE WRITING

Gather paper and pencils.

To summarize the Bible passage, provide 
paper and pencils to the group. Designate 
one team as the citizens of Tyre and the 
other as the people of Judah. Direct each 
team to write a journal entry on the 
provided paper as if they were present 
the day Isaiah made this pronouncement 
based on their assigned grouping. Call for 
volunteers to share their journal entries. 
Highlight entries that emphasize God 
controlling the rise and fall of nations 
and the three summary statements under 
Apply the Text (PSG, p. 45). 
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15
God Saves
God’s sovereign plan includes providing a way of salvation for those who believe in Him.

ISAIAH 25:1-10a
MEMORY VERSE: ISAIAH 25:8

S E S S I O N  5

STUDY Isaiah 25:1-10a, noting God’s role versus 

our role in God’s sovereign plan. Use Explore 

the Text on pages 55–59 to gain insight into 

Isaiah’s response to God’s plan. Reflect on how 

God’s sovereign plan leads to our peace.

CREATE a teaching plan for your group using 

the ideas on pages 60–62. Focus on leading the 

group to praise God in response to His gracious 

and sovereign plan of salvation. Consider using 

the Music idea (p. 62) as a means of praising 

God during group time. 

GATHER the following items: 

   Personal Study Guides (PSGs)

Prepare to display: 

   PACK ITEM 2 (Outline of Isaiah)

Make copies of: 

   PACK ITEM 8 (Handout: Memory Verses Bookmark).

   PACK ITEM 9 (Handout: Isaiah’s Messianic 

Prophecies) 

CONSULT the Explore the Bible website for 

ways of using a current news event to start and 

conclude the session (goExploreTheBible.com/

LeaderExtras).  

REINFORCE the session by following up 

with anyone who spoke with you after group 

time about placing their faith in God and 

experiencing His peace. 
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FIRST THOUGHTS
People who have a plan and implement that plan to success are admirable. The 
Bible teaches that God has a plan. His plan includes redeeming creation and 
assembling a people out of every nation. Every nation will be represented when 
God prepares His inaugural feast, and everyone in attendance will be there 
because of their faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. Salvation is by faith alone in 
Christ alone. Isaiah emphasized this truth as he anticipated the destruction 
of death and the celebration of the Lord’s salvation before His throne.

(In PSG, p . 46) What is the importance of having a plan to address a need?

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 24:1–27:13

Commentators often call chapters 24–27 of Isaiah the “little apocalypse.”  
The term apocalypse comes from a Greek word that means “to reveal” or 
“revelation.” It is the same word that gives the last book of the Bible its 
name (Revelation). Apocalyptic literature is a specific type of writing—
one that usually includes fantastic elements such as the darkening of the 
sun, falling of the stars from the heavens, angels, shaking mountains, and 
strange, symbolic beasts. More generally speaking, apocalyptic writings 
depict God’s breaking into His creation in a way that results in massive 
upheaval. The Book of Revelation, portions of Zechariah and Daniel, and 
Isaiah 24–27 contain this type of writing. In fact, Revelation refers back to 
specific passages of Isaiah and Zechariah in its narration. 

As apocalyptic literature, Isaiah 24–27 fits perfectly after the oracles 
against the nations in chapters 13–23. God’s judgment on the nations is 
followed by His judgment on the whole of creation, and chapter 24 depicts 
the destruction of the whole earth. Just as we saw God’s sovereignty over 
the nations in Isaiah 13–23, we now see His control and sovereignty over 
the whole created order. This chapter also makes it clear that God is no 
respecter of persons; the priest is just as subject to God’s righteous judgment 
as the common laborer. The language of the chapter is striking, painting a 
picture of the undoing of creation. Not only do we see the sun and moon 
going dark, but we see the earth returning to the formless state described 
in Genesis 1 before God began to form it. Creation is being reversed.

In chapter 25 we see praise for a victorious God. Given the level of 
destruction in chapter 24, this song of praise seems strange at first glance. 
We will explore this more in this week’s lesson. Chapter 26 tells of Judah’s 
salvation and prayer to God. Isaiah promised that both the wicked and the 

KEY DOCTRINE 

Last Things

The righteous in their resurrected 
and glorified bodies will receive 
their reward and will dwell 
forever in heaven with the Lord  
(1 Thess. 4:14-18).

BIBLE SKILL

Use a Bible concordance.

Use a Bible concordance to 
identify instances in Isaiah where 
he referred to a vineyard. How 
does the metaphor of a vineyard 
develop in the book? What are 
the elements in the imagery and 
how do they connect with God and 
His people?
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faithful would be dealt with according to the justice and faithfulness of 
God; the wicked would be destroyed and the faithful redeemed. Isaiah even 
spoke of “resurrection,” likely referring to resurrection from the dead and 
not just a resurrection of the nation of Judah as an independent country. 

In chapter 27 Isaiah returned to a theme he first developed in chapter 5: 
the vineyard of the Lord. In chapter 5 Isaiah spoke of the vineyard that had 
every advantage. It was safe from wild animals and had the best soil and 
seed. The vines were cared for with personal attention, yet the fruit produced 
was bad. As a result, the Lord said He would destroy the vineyard and let 
the wild animals in to despoil it. This image was a metaphor for the foreign 
nations coming in to destroy Israel and Judah, which would eventually 
happen under the Assyrian and Babylonian Empires. In Isaiah 27, however, 
we see God restoring His vineyard and once again protecting it with the 
promise that it would produce fruit in abundance. In this way, the little 
apocalypse section of Isaiah (chaps. 24–27) shows the purpose of God’s 
judgment: it is a form of correction that is meant to lead to redemption and 
restoration. God’s punishment has a purpose, and that purpose gives hope 
and leads the faithful to sing praises to their God. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

SINGING PRAISE (ISA . 25:1-5)

Verse 1
The singer of this praise song seems to be an individual. There are two 
primary possibilities as to who this individual is. Some commentators 
think the singer is the prophet Isaiah himself. If this is the case, then the 
prophet has been transported in a vision to a future time and is looking 
back on God’s deliverance. While this is a possibility, it is more likely that 
even though the singer is depicted as one person, he represents the faithful 
remnant who will be saved through God’s judgment of the world. 

Lord, you are my God is both a general statement of thankfulness 
and a renewed commitment to the covenant. The covenantal formula 
God issued in Exodus is “I will be your God and you will be my people” 
(Ex. 6:7; 29:45-46). Thus the people were praising God in a time-honored 
way that was also deeply personal. Their thankfulness to God for His 
deliverance leaps from the page. 

The phrase I will praise your name may be familiar to us from reading 
Scripture, but it is not a normal expression in English. In the Bible, and the 
ancient Near East in general, a ruler or deity could lay claim to people or 
property by metaphorically (and sometimes literally) placing his name on 
them. The name was representative of the king or deity’s presence. A king 
could place his name on a place or building, and it was understood that 
it belonged to him. Here, the remnant sang praise to God and His name, 
thereby acknowledging that they belonged to Him. Being His possession 
gave them great joy.  

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“Banqueting in the Ancient Near 
East” in the Fall 2020 issue of 
Biblical Illustrator. Available at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator.

VERSE 1

1 L, 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.
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The wonders of God that Isaiah forecast were planned long ago and carried 
out in perfect faithfulness. In other words, the things that were happening to 
Isaiah’s audience were not catching God by surprise. While His plans might 
have seemed new and even startling to Isaiah’s audience, events were unfolding 
in the way God had planned. The singer praised God that he and the remnant 
could rest in the fact that God is, has always been, and will always be in control. 
Their faith in Him was not misplaced; He is faithful to His plans and 
commitments. How wonderful to have a God who does not change.

Verses 2-3
The wonders that God would do were the destruction of the city and 
reduction of the fortified city to ruins (more specifically, formlessness). 
Commentators tend to agree that these cities represented the various 
nations rather than referring to specific cities of the ancient Near East. They 
were symbols of human pride and humanity’s false belief that it could build 
something lasting and indestructible without God. This interpretation is 
reinforced by the next statement that the fortress of barbarians is no 
longer a city. Here, barbarians are all those who resist God and seek to 
establish their own name in the world. Much like Cain’s city (Gen. 4:17), 
their works would be swept away from the face of the earth. 

The word therefore points to the fact that strong people will honor God 
because of His overthrow of the barbarians’ fortified cities. Even the violent 
nations will fear God when they see His power to overthrow them. Some 
people will worship God only when they are forced to by virtue of a display 
of His power. It has not been too many years since the world witnessed this 
sort of scenario in the form of Nazi Germany. The only thing that would 
stop Hitler and his government was the overwhelming military power that 
defeated them. Likewise, there are regimes in our current world that are 
only curtailed by the threat of other powers equal to or greater than their 
own. According to Isaiah, one day all world powers will come to acknowledge 
and worship God through the experience of His power. This was good news 
for Isaiah’s audience and for the body of believers today. We can have hope 
that one day our faith in God’s power will be justified. This hope should 
encourage us to persevere and be faithful even in the face of oppression 
and struggle. 

Verses 4-5
While God brings destruction on the prideful, He is also a stronghold for 
the poor person and the needy. Here, the poor and the needy refer to those 
who suffered under the oppression of the violent city builders in verse 3. 
They were used as labor and a source of income for the powerful who had 
no concern for them except as a resource. As we saw in last week’s lesson, 
however, God is no respecter of persons. The Bible repeatedly makes it clear 
that things will go poorly for those who treat some people as less valuable 
than others. Every person has value as a bearer of the image of God 
(established at creation), and this theme carries through the Exodus events 
into the prophets and forward into the New Testament as well. (See Matt. 
19:21; 25:35; Luke 4:18; Gal. 2:10; Jas. 2:5.) God was concerned that the 

VERSES 2-3

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. 
3 Therefore, a strong 

people will honor you. 

The cities of violent 

nations will fear you.

VERSES 4-5

4 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. When 

the breath of the violent 

is like a storm against a 

wall, 5 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.
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Israelites care for the poor and needy. (See Ex. 22:21-27; 23:9; Lev. 19:33; 
Deut. 10:18-19; Dan. 4:27.) The Israelites had been in the position of being 
poor and abused during their time in Egypt; as a result, they were to be 
conscientious about their treatment of others in their own land. Ultimately, 
though, God would be the stronghold for the poor—one that would never 
be destroyed (in ironic contrast to God’s destruction of the strongholds of 
the nations).

Isaiah carried this same idea (God as the protector of the less fortunate) 
forward by using weather imagery. God is a refuge from storms and shade 
from heat, protecting the poor from the aggressive and violent oppressors 
who got ahead by subjugating others. Even though their proverbial breath 
is described as a blast furnace, their uproar would be subdued instead of 
them subduing others. At just the right time, God would come between the 
oppressor and the victim. Like the shade of a cloud that passes between the 
sun and the one stuck under its heat, God would come between the violent 
aggressors and the ones crying out to Him for help. The next phrase refers 
to the silencing of the song of the violent. In all likelihood, this song is a 
type of taunt that the oppressors would have sung after conquering their 
victims. When God triumphs, this music will be abruptly cut off. 

God will set all things right in His perfect timing.

Isaiah’s message, then, offers both an encouragement and a warning.  
The downtrodden are reminded that the Lord is their stronghold; His 
justice is coming, and God will set all things right in His perfect timing. 
The oppressors—confident in their current power, wealth, and influence—
are given a dire warning: it will not last; God’s justice is coming. Such a dire 
warning should make us take a close look at our own attitudes and actions. 
Are we taking advantage of others for our own gain? Are we treating 
some people as less valuable than others? Isaiah’s message encourages us 
to be aware of the way we treat others as we wait in hope for God to set 
things right. 

What was your response when you suffered at the hands of someone more 

powerful than you? How did that event impact your faith? How does our 

culture encourage us to become the oppressor at times? How do we 

recognize this and fight against it?

FEASTING TOGETHER (ISA . 25:6-8)

Verse 6
The phrase this mountain must refer to Mount Zion. When compared to 
mountains in the rest of the world, Mount Zion is relatively small and 
unremarkable. Yet this is often the way God does things: it is not the 

VERSE 6

6 On this mountain, 

the L 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.
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nature of the place or person that makes it amazing but the presence 
and power of God. Isaiah stated that it is there that God would prepare 
a feast for all the peoples, with Mount Zion serving as a metaphor of a 
changed world. That it is the Lord of Armies who would accomplish this is 
a testament to God’s power to bring it about. 

The feast itself would have choice meat and aged wine, or in other 
words, prime cuts of choice meat and fine vintage wine. In general, wine 
gets better with age, and the aging process increases its value and cost. To 
express the desirability of the meat in question, some translations obscure 
the more literal translation of “fat” and “marrow.” In our more health-
conscious society, we tend to shy away from such things, but these fattier 
cuts were considered the best portions in Isaiah’s day. Not only were they 
the most flavorful, but they were the portions designated to be given to the 
Lord (Lev. 3:3; 4:8-9; 7:11-18). This feast would be truly amazing because 
God was giving back what His people had given to Him as an offering. It’s 
significant that these portions were specifically given for the peace offering, 
which was a celebration of restored relationship. This was more than just a 
feast; it was a fellowship meal celebrating a restored relationship with the 
God of the universe. 

Based on this picture, many commentators have linked this feast with 
the marriage feast of the Lamb in Revelation 19:6-9. At the very least it is 
a victory feast held by a king to celebrate his accomplishments. Such feasts 
were also typical in the ancient Near East when a new king was crowned. In 
the case of this passage, then, God was both victorious over the violent and 
recognized as king by those violent nations based on their defeat.

Verses 7-8
Isaiah introduced a parallel thought by repeating the phrase on this 
mountain in verse 7. (See also v. 6.) For the feast to happen, victory must 
be complete, so a prerequisite of the feast was the destruction of the burial 
shroud. The verb translated destroy may also be translated “swallow.” 
Swallowing is almost always an act of judgment or destruction in the Bible. 
The most famous depiction of this is perhaps Jonah’s adventure in the 
belly of the great fish. Death is the greatest enemy, and its defeat will be 
the ultimate testimony to God’s power. If there is any remaining question, 
the first phrase of verse 8 removes all doubt: he will destroy death forever. 
All peoples will be delivered from death forever! What glorious news—and 
what a wonderful feast it will be.

With the defeat of death, there will be no more tears. In a tremendously 
powerful image, Isaiah depicted the God of the universe wiping away the 
tears from every face —a description that conveys a profound level of care 
and concern for each individual. Even as a parent wipes away the tears 
from the cheek of a child, so too does God gently remove the tears from 
His children. This image becomes even more powerful when it is set in its 
immediate context of God’s overwhelming power over the nations and 
creation itself. 

Finally, as part of the removal of sorrow, God will remove his people’s 
disgrace. A faithful remnant of God’s people had trusted in Him throughout 

VERSES 7-8

7 On this mountain he 

will destroy the burial 

shroud, the shroud 

over all the peoples, the 

sheet covering all the 

nations; 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.
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the ages; they had been disparaged and mocked by the rest of the world 
for it time and time again. God promised here in Isaiah 25 that someday 
the ones who remain faithful will have their faith vindicated. The Lord 
guaranteed this promise with the statement, for the Lord has spoken. In 
other words, it is as good as done since God Himself guaranteed it. 

What meal celebrations do you remember most fondly? Given the passage 

above, why are meals so important in the Bible? What does this tell you 

about the nature of fellowship with others and God? 

The ones who remain faithful will have their  

faith vindicated.

Verses 9-10a
On that day likely refers to a common biblical theme: the Day of the Lord. 
With the phrase this is our God, the reader is given the second bookend 
to the section that started with “you are my God” in verse 1. As at the 
beginning of the chapter, this is a declaration of covenantal commitment. 
However, the singular has changed to a plural, no doubt because of the 
inclusion of the nations at this point. 

The statement that we have waited for him, and he has saved us is 
repeated with only slight variation as a form of emphasis. God is the one 
who has done the saving. This idea is further underlined when the people 
were called to celebrate not their salvation but his salvation. God provides 
it. As with all other good gifts, salvation comes from God and no one has 
a claim to this gift except by His permission. This is not a mysterious and 
ethereal salvation, however. Isaiah declared its nature in the concluding 
words of the section: For the Lord’s power will rest on this mountain. 
In other words, God would be present with His people and the nations at 
the feast. The divide between God and humanity caused by sin has been 
removed. Death has been swallowed and therefore destroyed. This is the 
picture of God truly with us. 

VERSES 9-10a

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 Lor; we 

have waited for him. Let 

us rejoice and be glad in 

his salvation.” 10 For the 

Lor’s power will rest 

on this mountain.
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION 

BEGIN: Before the group arrives, write the 
following phrase on a board: The best laid 
plans … As the group settles in, encourage 
them to research the meaning of this 
phrase on their electronic devices. After 
most of the group have arrived, finish the 
sentence by writing ... of mice and men often 
go awry.  

DISCUSS: Direct attention to the first 
sentence on page 46 of the Personal Study 
Guide: People who have a plan and implement 
that plan to success are admirable. Encourage 
discussion as to whether they agree or 
disagree with this statement and why. 
Ask: What are some reasons our plans 
go awry?  

TRANSITION: Encourage the group to follow 
along as you read aloud the rest of the first 
paragraph in the PSG. Point to the session 
summary statement (PSG, p. 46), and direct 
the group to underline the word sovereign. 
Emphasize that God’s plans can’t and won’t 
be thwarted: Isaiah’s understanding of this 
led him to praise God. Challenge the group to 
consider how they view God’s sovereignty in 
their lives. 

INTRODUCE: Direct the group to read 
silently the first paragraph in Understand 
the Context (PSG, p. 47). Lead the group 
to locate the Outline of Isaiah on page 9  
of the PSG and point to Pack Item 2 
(Outline of Isaiah) that’s displayed in the 
room. Explain that the study is moving 
into “IV. First Cycle of General Judgment 
and Promise.” 

REVIEW: Using the outline, briefly review 
the promises and judgments covered in 
Sessions 1–4. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

CHALLENGE: As you read Isaiah 25:1-10a, 
notice the truths revealed about what God 
has in store for His people. How does the 
promise of a future serve as motivation to 
remain faithful to God? (PSG, p. 47)

READ: Call for a volunteer to read aloud 
Isaiah 25:1-5, as the group notes the 
reasons Isaiah gives for praising God. 

RESPOND: Direct the group to scan the 
comments in the second paragraph under 
verse 1. Invite the group to discuss promises 
of God that seem almost inconceivable. 
Point out that Isaiah praised God with 
certainty that He would accomplish all He 
had promised and planned. 

DISCUSS: On a board, write the phrase, 
“Self-sufficiency will not suffice.” Direct 
the group to verses 2-5 to identify phrases 
that describe humanity’s assumed self-
sufficiency and God’s response. Invite the 
group to respond out loud to the phrase 
written on the board and discuss how it 
relates to God’s plan for salvation. 

APPLY: Encourage the group to spend a 
few minutes writing in the margins of 
their PSGs the ways they have tried to be 
self-sufficient instead of looking to God, 
assuring them they will not have to share 
these out loud. Challenge the group to use 
this list to spend time in prayer this week, 
asking God to help them trust Him in all 
situations. 

ASK: What is the benefit of believers being 
mindful of their inadequacies? (PSG, p. 49)  

CONNECT: Direct the group to scan the 
examples listed in the last paragraph 
under verses 4-5 in the PSG (pp. 50–51). 
Encourage them to highlight 1 Corinthians 
1:27-29 at the end of this paragraph. 
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READ: Call on someone to read Isaiah 
25:6-8. Direct the group to take note of 
who accomplishes each action listed in 
these verses. 

CHALLENGE: Highlight the memory verse 
for this session found on Pack Item 8  
(Handout: Memory Verses Bookmark). 
Distribute bookmarks to anyone who does 
not have one from a previous session. 

CONNECT: Refer to Pack Item 9 (Handout: 
Isaiah’s Messianic Prophecies), and distribute 
copies as needed (originally distributed 
in Session 3). Guide the group in locating 
Isaiah 25:6-12 on the handout. Invite 
volunteers to read aloud 1 Corinthians 
15:54 and Revelation 21:4. Ask: How 
is your understanding of Isaiah 25:8 
impacted by these verses? Refer to the  
PSG comments under verses 6-8, as 
needed (pp. 51–52). Challenge the group to 
memorize Isaiah 25:8 at home, highlighting 
the benefit of recognizing cross-references 
in Scripture. 

ASK: How does the defeat of death point 
to the peace God offers to His people? 
(PSG, p. 52)  

DISCUSS: Read Isaiah 26:12 aloud. Guide 
the group in discussing God’s role in our 
salvation versus our role in salvation. 
Refer to Ephesians 2:8 to emphasize that 
God saves us by grace, through faith in 
Christ Jesus. 

READ: Before you read aloud Isaiah 
25:9-10a, encourage the group to look 
for connections between verse 9 and 
verse 1 that was read at the beginning of 
the session. 

COMPARE: Lead the group in discussing 
the similarities and differences between 
verses 1 and 9. Focus on the importance 
of trust and faith in God, highlighting 
Isaiah’s praise even before God’s plan came 
to fruition. 

PROBE: Direct the group to highlight 
the following sentence on page 53 of the 
PSG, under verses 9-10a: God will reward 
those who trust in Him and patiently wait on 
Him. Invite the group to discuss what can 
make waiting difficult and what can make 
waiting easier. Ask: What role does faith 
play in waiting for God? (PSG, p. 53)

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE 

REVIEW: Call attention to the summary 
statements under Apply the Text on 
page 54 of the PSG. Direct the group to 
slowly read each statement starting with 
the last statement, followed by the second 
statement, and then the first. As they 
read, encourage them to record in the PSG 
margins a time in their lives when they 
experienced each statement. Challenge 
them to use these as reminders to praise 
God continually throughout the week. 
Inform the group that you will be available 
following the group time to speak with 
anyone who wants to know more about 
placing their faith in Christ and enjoying 
His peace. 

RESPOND: Lead the group to respond to 
the second question set under Apply the 
Text on page 54 of the PSG: Discuss as a 
group ways of enjoying God’s peace today. 
How does the promise of a future complete 
with peace impact how your Bible study group 
functions? What changes need to be made to 
make your group a more peaceful place? 

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, praising God for His faithfulness 
in saving those who believe in Him. 
Consider using Isaiah 25:1 as your guide for 
the prayer. 
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  
on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Secure a copy of “Christ the Lord Is Risen 
Today,” by Charles Wesley. Use the song to 
discuss reasons for praising God, focusing 
on God’s sovereign plan of salvation. 

TESTIMONY

Pre-enlist a volunteer to share about a time 
he or she experienced God’s peace beyond 
human understanding. After the volunteer 
shares, interview him or her, focusing on 
how trust in God led to peace. 

CREATIVE WRITING

Gather paper and pencils. 

Divide the group into teams of two to 
three people. Direct each team to write an 
acrostic poem praising God. Use the word 
Salvation for the poem, meaning each line 
of the poem will begin with a successive 
letter of the word salvation. Encourage the 
group to consider reasons for praising God, 
ways of praising God, and names of praise 
for God. Invite volunteers to read their 
completed poems to the group.  

PRESENTATION

Pre-enlist a volunteer to create a short 
presentation on how to share the good 
news of God’s plan for salvation. Suggest 
that the volunteer research three- to five-
minute approaches to sharing the gospel. 
Point them to the inside front cover of the 
PSG for an option.

NATURE

Lead the group to an outside area. Read 
Isaiah 25:4-5. Discuss the benefits of 
shelter, climate control, shade from the 
sun, or a roof to protect from rain. If the 

weather is unpleasant, stand in a covered 
area or by a window and encourage the 
group to discuss the metaphor used in 
verses 4-5. If the weather is nice out, 
encourage them to enjoy the nice weather 
and discuss how this can serve as a 
reminder of God’s blessings. 

PHYSICAL EXAMPLE

Pre-enlist a group of volunteers to serve as 
the hosts for your group time. Volunteers 
could be from within your group, or they 
could be other people from the church. 
Invite them to set up a table for food with 
decorations, decorative plates, and small 
snacks. Ask the hosts to prepare and serve 
the food. Encourage the rest of the group 
to discuss how it feels to have someone 
else serving them. Read Isaiah 25:6 and 
refer to the account of Jesus washing the 
disciples’ feet in John 13. Lead the group in 
discussing the concept of Jesus as Servant. 

ART 

Gather cardstock, scissors, and 
colored pencils.

Read the summary statement for session 5:  
God’s sovereign plan includes providing a way 
of salvation for those who believe in Him. 
Emphasize the phrase “those who believe 
in Him.” Ask group members to each 
consider one person who does not believe 
in Jesus Christ. Encourage them to use the 
supplies to create a bookmark with that 
person’s name on it and decorate it using 
images from Isaiah 25:4-8. Suggest that 
they use the bookmark as a reminder to 
pray for that person daily.
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S E S S I O N  6

God Protects
God is able to protect His people from enemies.

ISAIAH 31:1-9 
MEMORY VERSE: ISAIAH 30:18

STUDY Isaiah 31:1-9, noting the tension between 

God’s discipline and God’s protection. Use 

Understand the Context (pp. 64–65) and Explore 

the Text (pp. 65–69) to gain insight into the 

historical context. Reflect on reasons people 

turn to things or people other than God for help.

CREATE a teaching plan for your group using 

the ideas on pages 70–72. Focus on helping 

the group recognize God’s faithfulness to His 

people. Guide the group in understanding how 

Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross shows God’s 

justice and His mercy.

GATHER the following items: 

   Personal Study Guides (PSGs)

Prepare to display: 

   A picture as explained in Focus 

Attention (p. 70)

   A picture of a lion guarding its prey

   PACK ITEM 1 (Map: Prophets of the Eighth Century)

   PACK ITEM 6 (Key Verse: Isaiah 30:18)

Make extra copies of: 

   PACK ITEM 10 (Handout: The Kings Isaiah Served)

CONSULT QuickSource for additional questions 

to use during the group time and review the 

Explore the Bible Adult Commentary for additional 

biblical insights (available for purchase from 

LifeWay.com).

REINFORCE the session by following up with 

group members who need to be encouraged as 

they face a time of trial or crisis. Offer to pray 

with them, reminding them of God’s sovereignty 

and love. Ask if there are opportunities for 

you or other group members to provide 

additional support. 
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Gold requires fire to be refined and purified. Melting the ore provides a 
means for separating the gold from other elements included in the raw 
material. The process also serves as a means for testing the gold. We too 
must face some type of fire for our faith to be tested, refined, and purified. 
This fire can come in all kinds of shapes and forms. For the Israelites, the 
threat of war served as a test of their faith, revealing their true character. 

(In PSG, p . 55) How does a crisis reveal a person’s true character and 

beliefs? Why does a crisis bring out the best and worst in a person?

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 28:1–33:24

Isaiah 28 begins with the term “woe,” signaling that we are entering into a 
series of pronouncements of judgment. These judgments are usually focused 
on a nation or people group, but occasionally they also single out a specific 
group, such as the priests or leaders. The major issue in this section is this: the 
people had not sought out God to meet their needs. In fact, they had turned 
to just about every other option, even to the point of seeking alliances with 
foreign nations rather than trusting in God. Seeking foreign alliances was 
worse than just ignoring God; it was equivalent to turning their backs on Him. 

It was typical in the biblical world (as it is today) for one country to 
establish alliances with other countries to create greater strength against a 
common foe. From a human perspective, joining forces with other nations 
made sense. But from God’s perspective, these alliances were a direct 
rejection of Him, similar to a husband or wife being unfaithful to his or her 
marriage vows. God’s relationship with His people was a deeply personal 
one. He was to be all they needed, and He expected their complete trust. 
When they allied themselves with another nation, they were insulting God 
by declaring their belief that He was not able to take care of them. By turning 
to other nations, they were for all practical purposes bringing another into 
the relationship and placing greater confidence in that outsider. 

The historical setting for the passage is similar to that of Isaiah 7. The 
Assyrian monarch, Tiglath-pileser III, had attacked both Syria (Damascus) 
and Israel at the request of King Ahaz of Judah. Ahaz had chosen to trust 
Assyria rather than God. As a result, Syria was no longer an independent 
country and the kingdom of Israel, to the north of Judah, had been reduced 
to a much smaller territory than before. Tiglath-pileser put a man named 
Hoshea on the throne of what was left of Israel, with the understanding 

KEY DOCTRINE

God the Father

God is fatherly in His attitude 
toward all men (Heb. 12:9).

BIBLE SKILL

Review earlier passages 
for context.

Review Deuteronomy 17:14-20, 
noting the expectations for the 
king. Compare the expectations 
communicated in Deuteronomy 
with what you find in Isaiah 31. 
Which expectations were met and 
which were not? What does this 
passage tell us about the need 
for a better King? How does Jesus 
fulfill that need?
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he was largely a puppet of the Assyrian monarch. Isaiah referred to the 
Northern Kingdom as “Ephraim” at this stage. While this title was 
sometimes used generally to refer to the Northern Kingdom, it may be a 
way of stating just how much the Northern Kingdom had been reduced 
here. In other words, the territories of the other nine tribes were gone; all 
that was left was the territory of Ephraim.

Inviting the Assyrians to attack Syria and Israel had significant negative 
consequences for Judah as well. The Assyrians saw an opportunity to 
increase their power and wealth. They would profit from invading Syria and 
Israel. Since they were supposedly doing this as a favor to the country of 
Judah, however, they decided to also demand payment—an ongoing tribute 
to be paid on a regular basis. The tribute money Judah had to pay (and would 
continue to pay under kings such as Hezekiah) weakened the country and 
ultimately made it ripe for invasion by the Assyrians later. As Isaiah had 
warned, being unfaithful to God with other nations would lead to sorrow. 

Ultimately, when the Assyrians threatened, Judah would turn to Egypt 
for help. Egypt was the country out of which God had rescued His people 
in the Exodus. Thus, any attempt to return to Egypt or rely on Pharaoh 
not only was a betrayal of God, but was tantamount to running back to 
an abusive lover. Over and over again, the actions of the people made the 
condition of their hearts clear: while they continued to give lip service to 
God, their trust was clearly placed elsewhere.

In this section, God proclaimed judgment on His own people because 
of their unfaithfulness, and on the other nations because of the evil they 
had done toward Israel and Judah. God would even judge Jerusalem and 
bring the city and its inhabitants to their knees. Foreign alliances would do 
them no good. In the end, even Assyria would be judged and destroyed, for 
none can stand against God and expect to survive. 

This section of Isaiah is also sprinkled with the idea of redemption and 
restoration. Restoration was the primary goal of judgment on the people of 
God. God aimed to bring about a change in His people. Judgment was a 
means to an end. In God’s plan, the goal is always restoration and 
redemption. The destruction of Jerusalem would lead to the restoration of 
Jerusalem. What is more, those among Isaiah’s audience who were actively 
trusting in God received the assurance that He would be their protection.

EXPLORE THE TEXT

FALSE HOPE (ISA . 31:1-3)

Verse 1
The beginning of this passage declares judgment or woe to the ones who go 
down to Egypt for help. The fundamental problem was relying on foreign 
powers instead of God. King Ahaz trusted in the power of Assyria to 
deliver him from Damascus (Syria) and the Northern Kingdom of Israel 
in chapter 7. Now Judah was turning to Egypt to deliver them from their 

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“‘Zion’ as a Place and a Symbol,” 
available digitally in the Fall 2020 
issue of Biblical Illustrator for 
Explore the Bible. Available at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator.

VERSE 1

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 Lor.
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foolishness of trusting the Assyrians. However, because of the events of 
the Exodus, trusting Egypt was even worse in the eyes of God than trusting 
the Assyrians. 

Two factors made an alliance with Egypt particularly enticing for 
Judah: Egypt’s horses and chariots. The Egyptian army was a powerful one 
with advanced weaponry. Horses and chariots could mean the difference 
between winning and losing a battle. Judah, by contrast, likely had few 
cavalry soldiers or chariots. The power of Egypt was a tempting prospect. 
Judah had chosen to trust in the power they could see rather than to 
trust in God. 

What made this choice even worse was the fact that it flew in the face of 
a direct command recorded in Scripture. Deuteronomy 17:14-20 prohibited 
the exact elements that Isaiah listed in 31:1—the king was not to accumulate 
horses or return to Egypt. Returning to Egypt was expressly forbidden 
because God had delivered the people from bondage there. More than any 
other alliance, one with Egypt was forbidden. Instead, the king was to focus 
on learning God’s instruction and living by it. Returning to Egypt was 
tantamount to returning to the bondage of sin after having been freed of it. 

Even as the king of Israel (or, in this case, Judah) was commanded 
to follow the Torah of God, so too were the people to look to (seek) the 
Holy One of Israel. Clearly the people did not believe God could and would 
provide. Yet the reality was that God was the only One who could really 
provide the security His people desired.

Verses 2-3
The phrase that he (God) also is wise—specifically the also—is probably a 
bit of prophetic sarcasm. The people were taking what they thought was the 
wise action of calling on Egypt for help, while real wisdom would have been 
relying on God. It’s as if Isaiah was saying, “You know, even though you 
might not think it, God is wise, too!” In 19:11-15, Isaiah established that it 
was actually foolishness, not wisdom, to trust the Egyptians. 

Because of God’s wisdom, He would be the one who brings disaster. 
The Hebrew word translated disaster is sometimes translated as “evil.” The 
meaning here is not moral evil, but some sort of calamity intended for 
judgment. God does not do anything that is morally wrong, but He can 
use what we call natural calamities and even evil nations to accomplish 
His purposes. No evil will ultimately escape justice, and God will hold all 
things to account. As a result, God does not go back on what he says. He is 
consistent in His character and operates with justice. This does not mean, 
however, that He will not respond with mercy when His people repent. 
God’s character is the basis of all of His actions. 

In response to His people who trusted in Egypt, God would rise up 
against the house of the wicked. There can be little doubt that in this 
context, this house is Judah. Their betrayal (trusting the Egyptians rather 
than the Lord) put them squarely in the category of the enemies of God. 
There is no middle ground in a relationship with the Lord; in God’s 
estimation, people are either faithful to Him or they are not. God is not a 
genie in a bottle to be called on only in times of great need. 

VERSES 2-3

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. 
3 Egyptians are men, not 

God; their horses are 

flesh, not spirit. When 

the Lor raises his hand 

to strike, the helper will 

stumble and the one who 

is helped will fall; both 

will perish together.
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The allies of the evildoers  refers to the Egyptians, who had given Judah 
false hope. In verse 3, the Egyptians are called men, not God. The people of 
Judah were putting their faith in mortal beings who would fail. The Egyptians 
would look to their own self-interest. When threatened, they would abandon 
their allies to save their own skins. Even the horses that made the Egyptian 
military so attractive to Judah were flesh, not spirit. This statement is not 
meant as some sort of statement about the spiritual makeup of the men of 
Egypt and their horses but rather as a statement of their mortality. They were 
finite and limited. By contrast, God is Spirit and therefore unstoppable and 
eternal. The Judeans had placed a bad bet in choosing the Egyptian army. 
When the Lord raises his hand to strike, both the helper and the helped … 
will  perish together.

When you face a difficult situation, is your default to turn to God and trust 

Him with the circumstances first? Why or why not? Why are we often 

tempted to try everything else first and only then turn to God? How can 

remembering God’s past faithfulness help us in these situations? 

TRUE FAITHFULNESS (ISA . 31:4-5)

Verses 4-5
The faithless behavior of Judah described in the previous three verses 
is now contrasted with the Lord’s faithfulness through the use of two 
illustrations. First, when God judges, He does not abandon. In fact, God’s 
judgment is always meant to bring repentance and restoration among His 
people. God’s deliverance can also accomplish this same goal. To this end, 
God is depicted as a lion or young lion who growls over its prey. A lion 
would not be intimidated by shepherds who shout and make loud noises to 
frighten it away. 

The key idea here is that this lion is the Lord of Armies, and no man or 
army can overcome Him. Indeed, this very title for God points out that all 
human forces are under His control whether they realize it or not. The Lord 
would take His stand on the hill of Mount Zion and fight all challengers. 
In addition to bringing judgment, God would protect the remnant of His 
people from those seeking to destroy them. Jerusalem, which occupied 
Mount Zion is held up as the primary point of God’s protection because it 
was the place in which God communed with His people in a special way. 
By promising to protect Jerusalem, God was assuring His people that they 
would not be cut off from Him forever.

The second depiction of God is that of a mother bird. In a startling and yet 
deeply moving switch, the Lord of Armies is presented as a bird that sought 
to protect Jerusalem by hovering or flitting back and forth to distract the 
predator seeking to destroy the bird’s nest. A mother bird will seek first to 
attack the intruder and drive it away. If that does not work, the bird will try 

VERSES 4-5

4 For this is what the 

L 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 L of Armies 

will come down to fight 

on Mount Zion and on its 

hill. 5 Like hovering birds, 

so the L of Armies 

will protect Jerusalem; 

by protecting it, he will 

rescue it; by passing over 

it, he will deliver it.
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to lead the predator away from the nest. Either way, the bird will repeatedly 
put itself between the dangerous enemy and its beloved offspring. The image 
is a beautiful one and reveals that this all-powerful God is deeply attached 
to His people. After judgment, He would protect them, for this is part of 
His faithful character. Jesus Himself expressed similar sentiments when He 
stated that He longed to care for Jerusalem like a mother hen (Matt. 23:37). 

Two sets of pairs emphasize how God would protect the remnant of 
His people. First, by protecting it, he will rescue it. His rescue of Jerusalem 
would come in the form of protection. Instead of pulling them from the 
fire, He would block the fire from getting to them. Second, by passing over 
it, he will deliver it. The Hebrew word translated passing over is the same 
word found in Exodus 12:27. The image is one of protection. God does not 
pass over so much as shield from harm. Thus, in Exodus, God prevented 
the destroyer from entering the homes that had blood on their doorposts. 
In Isaiah, the image is similar—a bird putting itself between the nest and 
the predator to protect its chicks. God’s deliverance is faithful and personal. 

When have you seen God’s unseen hand at work protecting you in your life? 

How did that event impact your faith and how you lived it out?

REPENTANCE DEMONSTRATED (ISA . 31:6-9)

Verses 6-7
Because of God’s promise of redemption and protection, Isaiah called on 
the people to return. The promise of future grace should have motivated 
them even more than the impending judgment. 

The people had greatly rebelled against God—words that describe 
intentional action. The people had made the conscious choice to enlist the 
help of Egypt instead of relying on the Lord, even though they knew that 
trusting Egypt meant rejecting God. God’s people and their leaders had 
chosen to turn their backs on God in a premeditated way. 

At its core, idolatry is any effort to  

control the uncontrollable. 

One day they would turn back to God by consciously choosing 
to reject the silver and gold idols they had sinfully made. The people 
would recognize that the precious metals of their idols were nothing in 
comparison to the preciousness of their Lord. Isaiah was likely pointing 
to more than just physical idols here. At its core, idolatry is any effort to 
control the uncontrollable. The temptation in the garden of Eden was to 
become enough like God that Adam and Eve could have control and be 
independent of Him. Likewise, having and worshiping idols gives people 
the illusion of having some control over the gods—and therefore some 

VERSES 6-7

6 Return to the one the 

Israelites have greatly 

rebelled against. 7 For 

on that day, every one 

of you will reject the 

silver and gold idols that 

your own hands have 

sinfully made.
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control over their destiny and security. In the face of God’s judgment and 
grace, however, all pretense of having control fades to nothing. The sin of 
seeking independence from God is revealed for what it is—an impossibility. 
In this light, God becomes more precious than any metal or jewel, as these 
things can never give one any real control anyway. 

Verses 8-9
As a result of the people’s turning away from their idols and desire for 
independence from God, and turning to the Lord in repentance, Assyria 
will fall. The destruction of this great earthly power would not happen by a 
human sword. Isaiah made it clear that divine power would accomplish the 
downfall of Assyria. There would be no doubt in the minds of the Assyrians 
or the Judeans who was behind the destruction of the Assyrian military 
machine; Assyria will flee from the divine sword. It is highly likely that 
this prophecy was fulfilled when God sent the angel of death to destroy 
the besieging Assyrian army (2 Kings 19:35). This event fits well with our 
passage, since it was brought on by the repentance of Hezekiah, and the 
city of Jerusalem was saved as a result (see 2 Kings 19; 2 Chron. 31–32). 

When Assyria fell from power, its young men would be put to forced 
labor. The pride of the nation would be broken as it suffered the same fate it 
had forced upon others. The next phrase ties into this idea: the rock would 
pass away as well. The rock could refer either to the King of Assyria or to 
the confidence of the nation. Either way, the loss of the young men would 
gut the empire, and its power would crumble from the top down. The same 
would be true of the officers. The signal flag would send them running in 
fear. This flag represented the force of the God of Israel. Because of their 
encounter with the divine sword, their courage would fail. Jerusalem—and 
a remnant of God’s people—would be saved by God’s mighty hand.

This promise of hope and true security comes from the Lord whose 
fire is in Zion. The association of fire with God is one that runs throughout 
Scripture. Fire was an image of God’s special presence. A pillar of fire 
and smoke led the Israelites out of Egypt and dwelt among them in the 
tabernacle. Flames came down twice at the request of Elijah (1 Kings 18:38; 
2 Kings 1:10-12). Likewise, the manifestation of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost 
was like flames (Acts 2:3). 

In this passage, Jerusalem was the furnace of this fire because of God’s 
use of the temple to dwell with the people. He was not obligated to do this 
but chose to do so (1 Kings 9). With this powerful image of fire as a symbol 
of His presence, Isaiah’s audience was reminded to put their trust in Him—
the only One who truly has control of all things.

Do you ever have trouble believing that God is in control of the events of the 

modern world? of your life? How does this week’s passage help you to deal 

with those doubts? 

 

VERSES 8-9

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. 9 His 

rock will pass away 

because of fear, and his 

officers will be afraid 

because of the signal 

flag. This is the Ld’s 

declaration — whose 

fire is in Zion and whose 

furnace is in Jerusalem.
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION

BEGIN: As the group arrives, display 
a picture of a recognizable movie or 
television character who always keeps 
his or her cool in a crisis (e.g., someone 
from a spy movie, a doctor, or a detective). 
Encourage discussion about how this 
character typically responds to a crisis 

ASK: How do you normally respond 
in a crisis?

DISCUSS: Allow for several responses, 
and then follow up with the introduction 
questions on page 55 of the Personal Study 
Guide (PSG): How does a crisis reveal a 
person’s true character and beliefs? Why 
does a crisis bring out the best and worst 
in a person? 

TRANSITION: Read aloud the final sentence 
of the paragraph on page 55 of the PSG: For 
the Israelites, the threat of war served as a test 
of their faith, revealing their true character. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT 

INTRODUCE: Use information from Pack 
Item 10 (Handout: The Kings Isaiah Served) 
to briefly introduce Hezekiah. (Note: 
Session 7 will cover Hezekiah in more 
depth). Encourage the group to locate 
Judah on Pack Item 1 (Map: Prophets of 
the Eighth Century). Explain that Isaiah 
warned the people of Judah of the 
consequences of seeking an alliance with 
Egypt (to the south) against Assyria (to the 
northeast) instead of looking to the Lord 
for deliverance. 

READ: Call for a volunteer to read 
aloud Isaiah 31:1-3, as the group looks 
for contrasts between God’s help and 
Egypt’s help. 

EXPLAIN: Use the first paragraph of 
Understand the Context in the PSG (p. 56) 
to clarify the use of the word woe. Then 
explain the phrase go down using the first 
paragraph under Verse 1 in the PSG (p. 57).  
Direct the group to highlight the last 
sentence of the first paragraph under  
verse 1 (PSG, p. 57):  The leaders of Judah 
were repeatedly looking to human resources like 
those in Egypt to save them.

ASK: Why is it so tempting to look to 
something or someone else besides the 
Lord for help? (PSG, p. 58) Guide the 
group to verses 2-3 to see the foolishness 
of trusting someone or something other 
than God. 

HIGHLIGHT: Suggest that looking to 
the Egyptians for help was particularly 
offensive. Guide the group in completing 
the Bible Skill found in the PSG (p. 58). 
Remind the group that God had delivered 
His people, the Israelites, out of slavery 
in Egypt. 

TRANSITION: Just as God passed over the 
children of Israel during the tenth plague on 
Egypt in Moses’s day, God would again spare 
His people even though they had not remained 
faithful to Him.

READ: Invite someone to read Isaiah 
31:4-5. Encourage the group to focus on 
God’s response to Israel’s unfaithfulness. 

SUMMARIZE: Use the information found 
in the first paragraph under Verse 4 PSG 
(p. 59) to summarize the promise of 
these verses.  

CHALLENGE: Emphasize the subhead on 
PSG (p. 59): True Faithfulness. Ask: Why 
does God remain faithful even when we 
are not? Remind the group that God has 
established a covenant with His people. 
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REACTION: Display a picture of a lion 
guarding its prey. Assert that in verse 4, 
the lion represents God, while the prey 
represents His people, Israel. Guide the 
group in discussing what’s encouraging 
about this representation and what’s 
troubling. Use the last paragraph under 
Verse 4 in the PSG (p. 59) for assistance 
if needed. 

DISCUSS: Divide the group into four 
teams. Call for the teams to compare 
this depiction of God as a lion with other 
depictions of God in the Bible that use 
animal-imagery. Direct the teams to all 
review Isaiah 31:5, referencing the last 
paragraph under Verse 5 in the PSG (p. 60) 
as needed. Then assign one of the following 
verses or sets of verses to each team:  
(1) Exodus 19:3-5 and Deuteronomy 
32:10-12; (2) John 1:29-30 and Isaiah 53:7;  
(3) Luke 13:34; (4) Matthew 11:28-30.  
Call for the teams to consider how these 
Scriptures add to an understanding of 
God’s character. Invite representatives to 
share their findings. 

ASK: How can one explain the display 
of God’s judgment and God’s mercy 
happening at the same? What is the 
significance of God’s unwavering 
faithfulness to believers when they  
are sometimes not faithful to Him?  
(PSG, p. 60). Guide the group to Jesus on 
the cross as fulfillment of God as both just 
and justifier, referencing Romans 3:25-26.

READ: Direct the group to read Isaiah 
31:6-9 to discover the appropriate response 
to God’s compassion. 

ASK: What actions did Isaiah call 
the people to take? Are these actions 
prerequisites for God’s compassion or 
responses to God’s compassion? Guide the 
group to support their answers with the 
text. Direct them to the first paragraph 
under Verses 6-7 on page 61 of the PSG  
as necessary. 

PROBE: Point the group to the heading in 
the PSG (p. 61) for this section of verses: 
Repentance Demonstrated. Ask: What does 
Isaiah’s message communicate about God’s 
love for His people? 

SUMMARIZE: Use the information found 
in the PSG (p. 62) to explain how God 
fulfilled His promise to decisively defeat 
the Assyrians. 

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE 

REVIEW: Direct attention to Pack Item 6  
(Key Verse: Isaiah 30:18). Encourage the 
group to read the key verse aloud  
together. Then call attention to the 
summary statements under Apply the  
Text (PSG, p. 63). Invite the group to 
discuss how each statement is related to 
the key verse. 

RESPOND: Discuss what it means to wait 
on God. What makes waiting on God such 
a challenge and a test of our faith? How can 
the group help each other better wait on God? 
(PSG, p. 63)

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, thanking God for His faithfulness 
and asking for help in remaining 
faithful to Him. 
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  
on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Play the song “Not Today,” by Hillsong 
United. Use the song to discuss how fear can 
tempt us to put our faith somewhere other 
than God, but we can resist this temptation. 
Invite volunteers to share strategies they 
have found helpful in overcoming fear. 

COMPARISON

Guide the group to consider the Israelites’ 
action of looking to Egypt for help and 
compare it to our action of looking to 
human resources for help. Encourage the 
group to understand the importance of 
where we are putting our faith in those 
situations compared to where Hezekiah 
put his faith. 

ART 

Gather paper and colored pencils.

Read aloud Isaiah 31:4. Call on the group 
to draw pictures of lions or to make a word 
picture using adjectives to describe a lion. 
Invite volunteers to share their pictures or 
word pictures and explain what it means 
to them that God is like a lion. 

PHYSICAL 

Gather paper, markers, tape.

Demonstrate that repentance involves 
turning back to God and turning away 
from sin. As the group arrives, invite two 
volunteers to label two different signs: 
one sign representing God and one sign 
representing sin. This can be as elaborate 
as you’d like or as simple as writing the 
words, “God” and “Sin.” Tape the two signs 
on opposite walls of the room. As you 
study Isaiah 31:6, direct the group to all 
stand up and face the sign representing 

God. Say: This is the position we should be 
in: facing God. Then direct all the group 
to turn to the sign representing sin. Say: 
When we turn to sin, we are turning away 
from God. Finally, direct the group to all 
turn back to the sign representing God. 
Say: Repentance is the action of turning away 
from sin and turning back to God. We cannot 
claim to be turning to God, while still keeping 
our focus on sin. 

CASE STUDY

Prior to the group time, develop a case 
study of someone experiencing a trial 
or crisis. Pass out the case study and 
direct the group to discuss how they 
could encourage this person to remain 
faithful. Call for discussion of Bible verses 
to reference, topics to cover in prayer for 
this person, and tangible opportunities to 
provide care.

PRESENTATION

Pre-enlist a volunteer to create a short 
presentation on the history of Egypt 
in the Bible, beginning with Abram in 
Genesis 12 and continuing through 
Jesus being taken to Egypt as a baby. Use 
this information as you discuss Isaiah’s 
warning against Judah for looking to 
Egypt for help. 

DRAMA

Point the group to the definition of woe 
presented in Understand the Context 
(PSG, p. 56). Invite volunteers to read 
Isaiah 31:1, inserting another word in 
the place of woe and utilizing emotion to 
convey the feeling of anguish. 
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17
S E S S I O N  7

God Listens
God hears the prayers of His people and acts to fulfill His purposes for them.

ISAIAH 37:14-20,30-35
MEMORY VERSE: ISAIAH 37:35

STUDY Isaiah 37:14-20,30-35, noting Hezekiah’s 

motivation in his prayer request and God’s 

motivation in His answer. Use Explore the Text 

on pages 76–79 to gain insight into the scenario 

leading to Hezekiah’s prayer and how God 

fulfilled His promise. Reflect on how God’s glory 

should motivate our actions and desires. 

CREATE a teaching plan for your group, using 

the ideas on pages 80–82. Focus on helping the 

group recognize the need for putting God’s glory 

and God’s agenda ahead of their own. 

GATHER the following items: 

   Personal Study Guides (PSGs)

   Pencils and paper

   Pre-enlist a volunteer to prepare a 

presentation on Hezekiah’s life. Direct the 

volunteer to consult a Bible dictionary, the 

PSG, and PACK ITEM 10 (Handout: The Kings 

Isaiah Served) for assistance. Encourage the 

person to discuss Hezekiah’s strengths and 

weaknesses, successes and failures. 

Make copies of: 

   PACK ITEM 10 (Handout: The Kings Isaiah Served) 

   PACK ITEM 12 (Handout: Judah’s Eighth-Century 

Neighbors)

CONSULT the weekly Explore the Bible adult 

podcast to gain insights on the go about this 

week’s study on Ministry Grid, Apple Podcasts, 

Stitcher, Spotify, LifeWay’s Digital Pass, or at 

goExploreTheBible.com/adults-training.

REINFORCE the session by evaluating your 

group prayer time. Invite leaders within 

the group to identify actions to improve the 

communal prayer time during your group or 

to find ways to strengthen the communication 

of prayer requests and praises outside of the 

weekly group time.
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Most people are familiar with the saying, “If you want something done, 
do it yourself.” The statement usually comes to mind when you have asked 
someone to do something, only to be let down. People sometimes approach 
God in this way, thinking it’s better to take matters into their own hands 
than to trust God with the situation. Such thinking is not only arrogant but 
also wrong. Recognizing one’s inadequacy and seeking God’s help is a sign of 
wisdom. Hezekiah realized this truth when he was confronted with a crisis.

(In PSG, p . 64) Share about a time when you needed someone else to help 

you. What made you turn to that person for help?

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 34:1–39:8

Isaiah 34 speaks of the wrath of God that would be poured out on all nations. 
This righteous anger reveals God’s concern with bringing about justice on 
the earth. His concern always has gone beyond the scope of Israel and Judah 
to include all the nations. In addition, since the nations surrounding God’s 
chosen people often threatened and opposed them, God’s plan for the peace 
of His people required the defeat of their enemies. 

Chapter 34 focuses on one nation in particular: Edom. These 
descendants of Esau had a rocky relationship with Israel and Judah, and 
in this context stood as representative of all of the nations. However, 
because the Edomites were related to the people of Israel and Judah, their 
betrayal and bad behavior toward their relatives carried an extra burden of 
punishment. Edom should have known better than to try to profit from the 
misfortunes of God’s chosen people. Of course, Isaiah’s primary audience 
was the people of Judah rather than Edom. The promised judgment on 
Edom served to show Judah that God was in control. 

In chapter 35, the hope of redemption is proclaimed. God encouraged 
His people. He promised that the land would be restored one day; it would 
blossom and produce again. 

Chapters 36–39 describe a period of transition in which the Assyrian 
Empire would ultimately fall and the next great empire—Babylon—would 
rise to power. It’s interesting to note that the events of chapters 38–39 
actually occurred before the events described in chapters 36–37. Why then 
are the chapters in their current order? The most likely answer is that the 
book finished addressing Assyria (chaps. 36–37) before transitioning to 
deal with Babylon (chaps. 38–39). 

KEY DOCTRINE

God

There is one and only one living 
and true God (Jer. 10:10).

BIBLE SKILL

Use a Bible dictionary for 
background.

Read articles about Sennacherib 
in a Bible dictionary. Read some 
of the Bible passages listed in the 
article to gain a more complete 
picture of this king. What 
accomplishments did you discover 
that may have contributed 
to Sennacherib’s feelings of 
invincibility? How might his 
traits and accomplishments have 
influenced Hezekiah to seek 
God’s help? 
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When Sennacherib became king of Assyria (705-681 BC), Hezekiah 
rebelled against the Assyrian Empire—an event recorded in 2 Kings 18. 
In response, the Assyrian king launched an invasion of Judah. Hezekiah 
had tried to appease the Assyrians by offering to pay whatever tribute they 
demanded, but Sennacherib was not satisfied with this offer. Instead, he 
sent his field commander, Rabshakeh, to Jerusalem to publicly demand the 
surrender of King Hezekiah and the entire city (36:2). Throughout chapter 36, 
the Assyrian commander publicly threatened Hezekiah’s officials and the 
people of Jerusalem. He called into question their belief that God would 
protect them. Rabshakeh noted that the Northern Kingdom of Israel had 
already fallen—and God had not stopped the Assyrian onslaught there. 

In chapter 37 we see just how different Hezekiah was from his father, 
Ahaz. Hezekiah sought the Lord instead of a foreign alliance for help. 
While he may have been hoping for military help from Egypt, Hezekiah 
turned to God first. He also sought out Isaiah as the messenger of God. As 
a result, Hezekiah got reassurance. Isaiah told him that God was aware of 
the taunts of the Assyrian commander and was in control of the situation. 
Hezekiah was told to trust in the Lord. 

At one point, the Egyptian pharaoh did send a military force north to 
aid Judah against the Assyrians, and the Assyrian army had to move away 
from Jerusalem to meet the threat. To keep the people of Jerusalem from 
raising their hopes, the Assyrian military commander once again waged 
psychological warfare on the city and its people. Now, however, his message 
shifted. Instead of claiming that God was unhappy with Judah, he started 
taunting them with the idea that God was incapable of saving Jerusalem 
and Judah. In this, the Assyrians made a fatal mistake: they directly 
insulted God by questioning His power to save. 

Hezekiah once again petitioned God for help, and God once again gave 
Hezekiah reassurance. Hezekiah was given a sign: Judah would experience 
restoration of crops and fertility within two years. As always, God kept His 
promise. Ultimately, He sent an angel who devastated the Assyrian army so 
that Sennacherib was forced to retreat. Within twenty years, Sennacherib 
would be killed by his own sons while worshiping his pagan god. 

In chapters 38–39 (which as noted above, take place before the events of 
36–37), we have the episode of Hezekiah’s impending death and miraculous 
healing, as well as the consequences of the king’s foolish pride. Isaiah came 
to Hezekiah and explained that the king’s ill health would be fatal. Hezekiah 
responded to this news in the same way he responded when threatened by 
the Assyrians: he sought God and earnestly requested healing. Isaiah came 
with God’s answer: Hezekiah would receive an additional fifteen years of life. 

After Hezekiah recovered, he received messengers from Merodach-
baladan, the ruler of Babylon. At this time, Assyria was still the dominant 
power, but the Babylonian ruler was no doubt seeking allies who would 
revolt against Assyria when the time was right. Foolishly, Hezekiah proudly 
showed off the treasures of Jerusalem and the kingdom to the Babylonian 
messengers. Afterward, Isaiah came and told Hezekiah that the king’s 
actions had doomed Jerusalem to be plundered by the Babylonians after 
his death. 

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“Sennacherib, King of Assyria” 
in the Fall 2020 issue of 
Biblical Illustrator. Available at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator.
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Ultimately, in spite of his flaws, Hezekiah served as a sign of hope as 
he represented those who seek the Lord and want to stay true to Him. An 
even greater sign of hope is found in the character of the Lord Himself, 
particularly His faithfulness to His people and His promises. When God’s 
people throw themselves on His grace, He listens and answers. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

THE REQUEST (ISA . 37:14-20)

Verse 14
Hezekiah took the note sent by the Assyrian king. After he read it, he 
went up to the Lord’s temple and spread it out before the Lord. The 
gesture of spreading out the letter was part of the posture of petition. 
Hezekiah likely bowed in some way or was on his knees with the letter 
in his outspread hands. He brought the letter that contained the arrogant 
words of the Assyrian monarch before God while assuming a position of 
humility himself. 

Verses 15-20
Hezekiah addressed God as Lord of Armies. There is both great reverence 
for God and irony in making these his first words. On the one hand, 
Hezekiah readily acknowledged that the Lord was in charge. The irony is 
that the mighty army of the Assyrians sat on Jerusalem’s doorstep. Thus, 
in this very first phrase, Hezekiah acknowledged that God was indeed in 
control of the situation. Hezekiah could not stand against the army of 
Assyria, but God could. Indeed, God was in control of the Assyrian army, 
even if they did not know it.

Hezekiah went on to state that this same Lord was the God of Israel. 
There was a special relationship between God and the people oppressed 
by Assyria. This relationship was because of God’s choice, not because of 
any inherent virtue in the people of Judah themselves. This same God was 
enthroned between the cherubim. Within the temple’s most holy place 
sat the ark of the covenant. Depicted in gold on top of the ark were two 
cherubim. It was in this space within the temple, just above the cherubim, 
that God was especially present for His people. Hezekiah was proclaiming 
that he believed God is present and would hear him. 

Hezekiah next mentioned Sennacherib’s false claim that the God of 
Israel was no different than the gods of the other nations the Assyrians 
had conquered. He cried out, you are God—you alone—of all the kingdoms 
of the earth. The difference was that the other gods were not really gods. 
Only the Lord, Yahweh, is the true God. As such, He was the only true God 
of all kingdoms, including the arrogant Sennacherib who mocked the living 
God. Hezekiah was appealing to God’s character and person. He did not 
argue that somehow the people of Judah deserved to be saved based on 
their character. Instead, Hezekiah argued that if Sennacherib won, God’s 

VERSE 14

14 Hezekiah took 

the letter from the 

messengers’ hands, read 

it, then went up to the 

L’s temple and spread 

it out before the L.

VERSES 15-17

15 Then Hezekiah prayed 

to the Lor: 16 Lor 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. 
17 Listen closely, Lor, 

and hear; open your 

eyes, Lor, and see. 

Hear all the words that 

Sennacherib has sent to 

mock the living God. 
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own reputation would be damaged. In Hezekiah’s prayer, then, Judah’s 
need took a back seat to God’s glory and honor. Whether Judah survived or 
fell, Hezekiah wanted God to show the world that He does not fail.

Make no mistake—Hezekiah did ask God to save His people from 
the Assyrians. But he placed this desire in the context of what was most 
important. He wanted God to save them so that all the kingdoms of the 
earth may know that you, Lord, are God—you alone. Hezekiah placed 
God’s glory and reputation above his own needs.

Because God is the one who made the heavens and the earth, He is the 
one who controls everything in them. In the context of Isaiah 37, Sennacherib 
may not have realized it yet, but he was about to get a lesson on what the 
only living God could do. He did not control God; God controlled him. 

When you pray, do you truly believe God will hear your request? Do you ask 

God for your own needs first? Do you stop and think about how your own 

needs and desires fit with a life that should be characterized by a love for 

God over self? 

THE SIGN (ISA . 37:30-32)

Verses 30-32
In verses 21-29, God responded to Sennacherib’s challenge with a poetic 
rebuke and a promise that the Assyrians would be defeated. Following this 
rebuke, the Lord gave Hezekiah hope for the future. In verse 30, He stated 
that He would give Hezekiah a sign that the defeat of the Assyrians was 
coming soon. Within three years’ time, the agricultural cycle of the land 
would be back to normal. This may seem a bit strange to the modern reader, 
but for the people of Judah, the disruption of the planting and harvesting 
cycle could result in death by starvation. It is important to note just how 
destructive the invasion by a large army could be to a land. The invaders 
often would destroy the crops to create hardship for their victims. In this 
case, the Assyrians ravaged the land and conquered some Judean cities 
before they set their eyes on the prize of Jerusalem. What crops they didn’t 
destroy, they seized and used as food for the army. The people of Judah 
could only watch the destruction helplessly from behind city walls. 
However, the sign that God promised was that from a few seeds enough 
food would come up to sustain the people during the first harvest period 
after the Assyrians left. The next year, the roots of the plants that survived 
would again grow and provide for the survivors, and by the third growing 
season the people would be planting and reaping again. All of this translates 
to the idea that within two and a half years, all evidence of the presence of 
the Assyrians would be gone. 

The attitude of King Hezekiah in chapter 37 stands in stark contrast 
to the attitude of King Ahaz in chapter 7. Ahaz had refused to trust the 

VERSES 18-20

18 L, it is true that 

the kings of Assyria 

have devastated all these 

countries and their lands. 
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. 
20 Now, L our God, 

save us from his power 

so that all the kingdoms 

of the earth may know 

that you, L, are 

God— you alone.

VERSES 30-31

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. 31 The surviving 

remnant of the house 

of Judah will again take 

root downward and bear 

fruit upward. 
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Lord and sought the help of the Assyrians, thereby inviting in a dangerous 
lion to chase away a mouse. He did not believe God could really save him 
and his country. Hezekiah, on the other hand, knew that without God’s 
intervention, all hope was lost. He threw himself on the mercy of the Lord. 

Yet in both situations, the Lord was fully in control. According to Isaiah, 
the sign promised to Hezekiah would be accomplished by the zeal of the Lord 
of Armies. This too was a nod to the time of Ahaz. In Isaiah 9:7, God promised 
that the messianic age would come one day and that its coming would be 
accomplished by “the zeal of the Lord of Armies.” It seems likely, then, that 
Isaiah, in speaking of the restoration of Judah after the removal of the 
Assyrian invaders, was also hinting at the greater restoration that would come 
at a future point in time. Judah had hope for deliverance in the immediate 
future and for a miraculous deliverance during the reign of the Messiah.  

Was there ever a hopeless moment in your life when you knew only God 

could deliver you? How did your hope in God help you get through it? How do 

you see God’s hand at work when you look back at that event now?

THE ANSWER (ISA . 37:33-35)

Verses 33-35
Verses 33-35 sum up the entire response of God to Hezekiah that started 
in verse 21. As we saw above, Sennacherib had arrogantly boasted that he 
would defeat the God of Judah just like he had defeated the gods of the 
other nations he had conquered. In verses 21-29, we see God’s response. 
Because Sennacherib had directly insulted the power of the Holy One 
of Israel, he would experience that power firsthand. God would not let 
Jerusalem fall. In fact, God stated that not only would the king of Assyria 
fail to enter the city of Jerusalem, he would not shoot an arrow there. 
Sennacherib would not get close enough to the city to be in range to fire an 
arrow at the defenders. Likewise, he would not be close enough to need a 
shield to defend against the arrows of the soldiers on the walls of the city. 

When armies besieged a city, they usually tried to get over or through 
the walls instead of just waiting to starve the city into submission. Cities 
could often hold out a long time unless their walls were breached, and it was 
always possible that an ally might send a relief army to attack the besiegers. 
To breach the city, the invaders had to overcome the height of the defensive 
walls. Additionally, cities were usually built on a hill for added defense. Thus 
the invading soldiers would build a ramp of earth and stone bit by bit until 
they could bring their troops close enough and high enough to batter the walls 
with siege engines or scale the walls with ladders. In the case of Jerusalem, 
though, Sennacherib’s soldiers would not get the chance to build up a siege 
ramp against it. We know from 2 Kings 19:35 that the angel of the Lord 
struck down most of the Assyrian army. While we do not know exactly how 

VERSE 32

32 For a remnant will go 

out from Jerusalem, and 

survivors from Mount 

Zion. The zeal of the 

Lor of Armies will 

accomplish this.’

VERSES 33-35

33 “Therefore, this is what 

the Lor 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. 34 He 

will go back the way he 

came, and he will not 

enter this city. This is 

the Lor’s declaration. 
35 I will defend this city 

and rescue it for my sake 

and for the sake of my 

servant David.”
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this was done, it seems likely that it happened while Sennacherib’s troops 
were still some distance from the city of Jerusalem, given the words of Isaiah. 

Instead of conquering Jerusalem, Sennacherib was forced to retreat 
back to Assyria. Isaiah records that he would go back the way he came. This 
phrase points back to verse 29, in which God stated that He would lead 
Sennacherib back the way he came by a hook in his nose and a bit in his 
mouth. Sennacherib may have thought he was invincible, but God would 
treat him like a beast of burden to teach him he was a creature before his 
Creator. The Holy One of Israel would make Himself known to Assyria and 
the other nations, just as Hezekiah had requested. 

God stated He would deal this blow to Sennacherib and the Assyrians 
for my sake. Since the Assyrian monarch had directly threatened God, he 
would be forced to recognize the power of God. If Jerusalem fell to the 
Assyrians, it might be seen as a lack of ability on God’s part to defend His 
people in light of such a direct mocking by the Assyrian ruler. Instead, 
Sennacherib was a tool in God’s hands and would learn that the hard way. 
God was not obligated to act either because of Hezekiah’s humble and 
repentant plea or because of the Assyrians’ mockery. Yet God’s character 
is such that He turned toward His people when they repented and brought 
judgment on the arrogance of the Assyrians. 

Finally, God added that He would bring deliverance for the sake of 
my servant David. The Lord had promised David He would provide a 
descendant on his throne for him (2 Sam. 7:16). Note that this did not keep 
God from bringing judgment on the unrighteous kings in David’s line. As 
was the case with Ahaz, God would punish unfaithfulness and, for a time, 
even suspend the monarchy. (The kingdom of Judah fell to the Babylonians 
in 587/6 BC, and the line of kings, while preserved, ceased to rule over 
a functioning kingdom.) Thus, there is another element at work here: 
the promised messianic ruler (see 9:7) would sit on David’s throne. God 
would not let the line be wiped out. Hezekiah’s repentance, Sennacherib’s 
arrogance, God’s plans for the future, and His concern for His own 
reputation among the nations all meant that God would act. Assyria would 
be punished. Judah would be saved. God would be known. 

When you pray about the burdens and concerns in your life, do you ever stop 

and think about how God’s answer to your prayers might glorify Him and 

make Him known to others? What elements in your walk of faith testify to 

others that God is the only living God and that He is fully trustworthy? 
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION

BEGIN: As the group arrives, invite them 
to share their responses to the following 
question in the Personal Study Guide 
(PSG, p. 64): Share about a time when you 
needed someone else to help you. What 
made you turn to that person for help? 
Encourage discussion about what made 
them realize they needed help.  

RESPOND: After most of the group has 
arrived, summarize the paragraph on 
page 64 of the PSG. Call attention to the 
following sentence from the end of this 
paragraph: Recognizing one’s inadequacy and 
seeking God’s help is a sign of wisdom. Ask: 
Do we need to recognize our inadequacy 
in order to turn to God in prayer? Is this 
weakness? Why or why not? 

TRANSITION: Direct the group to that 
sentence on page 64 of the PSG again, 
and encourage them to underline the final 
phrase: seeking God’s help is a sign of wisdom. 
Explain that Hezekiah exercised wisdom 
when he turned to God in a time of crisis. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT 

INTRODUCE: Use information from 
Pack Item 10 (Handout: The Kings Isaiah 
Served) and Understand the Content (pp. 
74–76; PSG, p. 65) to highlight key events 
in the life of Hezekiah. Call attention 
to the last paragraph in Understand the 
Context. Point out that Isaiah 36–39 cover 
three events in Hezekiah’s reign, with 
this session focusing on item (1). Briefly 
summarize items (2) and (3) from this 
paragraph. These events are also recorded 
in 2 Kings 18–20. 

TRANSITION: As we study Hezekiah’s prayer 
recorded in Isaiah, consider the role prayer 
currently plays in your own life.  

PRESENT: Use Pack Item 12 (Handout: 
Judah’s Eighth-Century Neighbors), Pack 
Item 10 (Handout: The Kings Isaiah Served) 
and the information found in the PSG 
(pp. 66–67) in the first two paragraphs 
under Verse 14 to provide the background 
to Hezekiah’s prayer.   

READ: Invite someone to read aloud 
Isaiah 37:14-20. Direct the group to look 
for Hezekiah’s motivation.

ASK: What do Hezekiah’s actions in 
verses 14-15 reveal about his character? 
Emphasize Hezekiah’s humility. Call for 
someone to read Proverbs 28:26. Then ask: 
What might keep a person from turning 
to God first? How does the urgency of a 
situation impact who a person turns to  
for help? (PSG, p. 68)

STUDY: Direct the group to highlight the 
words or phrases used by Hezekiah to 
describe God in verses 16-20 and then 
scan the information in the paragraph 
under Verses 15-16. Invite the group to 
share what stood out to them about the 
highlighted sections. Emphasize the Key 
Doctrine (God) on page 68 of the PSG. 
Then discuss: How does knowing God’s 
identity instill confidence? 

EXAMINE: What does Hezekiah’s prayer 
teach about priorities when praying 
to God? (PSG, p. 70) Write answers on 
a board. Emphasize that the basis for 
Hezekiah’s prayer was God’s character 
not Hezekiah’s own character, and the 
motivation for his request was God’s glory, 
not his own glory. 
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GENERATE: Pass out paper and pencils. 
Invite group members to use Hezekiah’s 
prayer and the notes on the board to 
develop an outline, template, or guide for 
prayer in times of crisis. Allow volunteers 
to share with the group. 

READ: Call on someone to read God’s 
response, delivered through the 
prophet Isaiah, as recorded in Isaiah 
37:30-32. Encourage the group to listen for 
indications of God’s timing in answering 
Hezekiah’s prayer. 

EXPLAIN: In verses 22-29, God promised 
to frustrate Sennacherib’s plans. Direct 
the group to scan page 70 of the PSG for 
an explanation of the sign promised in 
verses 30-32. 

GUIDE: Hezekiah had a prophet who spoke 
God’s word directly to him and explained 
signs from God. Call for the volunteer who 
studied Hezekiah’s life to present his or her 
findings to the group. 

PROBE: How does Hezekiah’s situation 
compare with our situation when it  
comes to trusting God? Ask from the  
PSG (p. 70): How important is expressing 
trust when praying to God? How does 
trusting in God’s promises affect the 
mindset of believers when praying? 

READ: Call for a volunteer to read Isaiah 
37:33-35, as the group listens for why God 
answered Hezekiah’s prayer.

SUMMARIZE: Use the information in the 
PSG under Verses 33-35 (p. 71) to explain 
how God defended Jerusalem without a 
single arrow being shot against the city. 

CONSIDER: What do verses 33-35 convey 
about the purposes and character of God? 
(PSG, p. 71) Direct the group to read the 
last paragraph under Verses 33-35 in 
the PSG (p. 71). Then ask: How does this 
impact your understanding of the purpose 
of prayer? 

GUIDE: Stress that God doesn’t always offer 
physical deliverance from every crisis, but 
believers may be assured that we have the 
security of His presence in every situation. 
Emphasize: Salvation comes from our Lord 
Jesus Christ, and He will eternally deliver those 
who believe in Him. 

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE 

REVIEW: Call attention to the summary 
statements under Apply the Text (PSG,  
p. 72). Direct the group to make notes 
beside each statement explaining how 
these truths were seen in Hezekiah’s life. 
Invite the group to share examples of ways 
these truths are seen in the lives of other 
people in the Bible. 

RESPOND: Lead a discussion of the first 
question set under Apply the Text on 
page 72 of the PSG: What situations have 
you hesitated to take to God in prayer 
recently? Take time to boldly approach 
Him, following Hezekiah’s lead. Record 
your thoughts after having done so. 
You may choose to lead them to respond 
silently, challenging them to revisit this 
section later in the day or week. 

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, focusing on God’s character and 
His will and purposes. Consider using 
the template you generated in the session 
during the activity for your prayer. 
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  
on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Secure a copy of “Only You,” by Young 
Oceans. Read the lyrics to the group before 
playing the song or play a lyric video. Use 
the song to discuss the importance of 
recognizing who God is when approaching 
Him in prayer.

REFLECTIVE 

Gather pencils and paper.

Explain that Hezekiah brought his crisis 
straight to God. He literally spread the 
information out before the Lord. Provide 
pencils and paper, and encourage the 
group to write down any issues, crises, or 
struggles they are currently experiencing. 
Once they are finished writing, direct the 
group to silently pray over their requests. 
They may want to hold the paper up as 
though presenting it to the Lord, lay the 
paper facing up on their lap, or place the 
paper on the ground in front of them while 
they kneel. 

WORD STUDY 

Gather note cards and Bible dictionaries.

Ahead of time, write individual attributes 
of God (e.g., holy, good, infinite, sovereign) 
on the note cards. Divide everyone into 
teams of two or three people and give 
each team two or three cards and a 
Bible dictionary. Read the first bulleted 
statement on page 72 of the PSG: Believers 
can approach God with bold requests because 
of who God is. Direct the teams to define 
the attribute on each card and then discuss 
how this attribute applies to the summary 
statement. Allow volunteers to choose an 
attribute to share with the group.  

DRAMATIC READING

Pre-enlist a volunteer to perform a 
dramatic reading of Isaiah 36. Allow the 
person to present the reading prior to the 
group reading Isaiah 37.

PHYSICAL 

Gather seeds and a bowl.

Pass a bowl of seeds around the class. 
Encourage the group to feel the seeds, 
considering their size and texture and 
contemplating what will grow from them. 
Read Isaiah 37:30-32. Invite discussion 
about trust and timing when it comes 
to the sign that Hezekiah was provided. 
Highlight that the fruit the seed will bear 
isn’t immediately evident.  

COMPARISON 

Gather different colored dry erase 
markers, or a poster board and markers.

Direct the group to compare Hezekiah’s 
prayer with the prayer recorded in 
Matthew 6:5-8. Invite volunteers to write 
the prayers side-by-side on a board. Lead 
the group to discuss: How are the prayers 
similar? How are they different? Use colored 
markers to connect aspects of one prayer 
to another and to highlight areas that 
are unique. Ask: How does the prayer that 
Jesus provided help us better understand the 
strengths of Hezekiah’s prayer? 
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18
S E S S I O N  8

God Renews
God provides strength for those who trust in Him.

ISAIAH 40:18-31
MEMORY VERSE: ISAIAH 40:31

STUDY Isaiah 40:18-31, looking for contrasts 

between the Creator and His creation. Consider 

if there are areas where you have relied on the 

creation over the Creator. Use Explore the Text 

on pages 85–89 to gain insight into Isaiah’s 

understanding of God’s matchlessness. Reflect 

on how God strengthens us when we trust Him. 

CREATE a teaching plan for your group using the 

ideas on pages 90–92. Focus on helping the group 

consider the implications for their daily lives that 

God is the Creator and Sustainer of the universe. 

Consider ways of using the Key Doctrine (PSG,  

p. 75) to add to this understanding. 

GATHER the following items: 

   Personal Study Guides (PSGs)

Prepare to display: 

   PACK ITEM 2 (Outline of Isaiah)

   PACK ITEM 4 (Poster: Primary Idols in the  

Old Testament) 

   PACK ITEM 5 (Poster: Names of God in Isaiah)

Make copies of: 

   PACK ITEM 7 (Handout: Isaiah Time Line)

   PACK ITEM 8 (Handout: Memory Verses Bookmark)

   PACK ITEM 14 (Handout: Names of God in Isaiah)

CONSULT the Explore the Bible website for 

ways of using a current news event to start and 

conclude the session (goExploreTheBible.com/

LeaderExtras).  

REINFORCE the session by encouraging 

volunteers to reach out to anyone from your 

group who needs to be encouraged with the 

knowledge that God is our inexhaustible Source 

of strength. 
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FIRST THOUGHTS
People like being compared to someone who is well respected in their 
given field. For example, a person who plays a sport usually appreciates 
being compared to an accomplished player in that sport. However, no one 
likes being compared to someone or something beneath him or her. Isaiah 
understood this truth and proclaimed that because everything is beneath 
God, nothing compares to Him. God alone is worthy of worship and trust, 
and the one who trusts in the Lord will not be disappointed.

(In PSG, p . 73) Who is someone you have been compared to? How can a 

comparison be flattering? How can a comparison lead to trouble? 

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 40:1–41:29

There are several differences between chapters 40–66 and chapters 1–39 
of Isaiah. Chapters 1–39 focus on God’s judgment on Israel, Judah, and 
the nations. Assyria is both the dominant power and God’s instrument of 
judgment in these chapters. Eventually though, Assyria received judgment for 
its own sins. Chapters 40–66, by contrast, focus on the return from Babylon, 
the land of Judah’s exile. These chapters are full of hope and the promise of 
redemption, and the language in these chapters reflects that different tone. 

Because of the change in tone and the fact that chapters 40–66 predict 
future events that were to unfold after Isaiah’s lifetime, some scholars 
have speculated that someone other than the prophet Isaiah wrote these 
chapters. When all the evidence is weighed and measured, however, the only 
reason to reject the idea that Isaiah was the writer is an anti-supernatural 
bias. For those of us who believe God knows the future and revealed this 
information to His prophets for His purposes, there is every reason to 
believe Isaiah was the writer of the entire book that bears his name. 

Chapters 40–41 relate a sort of “do over” for the people of God. The penalty 
for their sins had been paid, and they had a chance to start anew. Chapter 40 
explains that the exile the Israelites and Judeans experienced was, in fact, 
a testimony to God’s ability to accomplish what He said He would do. For 
most of the cultures in the ancient Near East, destruction and exile would 
be reason to doubt the power of the gods. By contrast, chapter 40 relates that 
the destruction of Jerusalem and the exile of the people demonstrated just 
the opposite. God had predicted these things would happen and that the exile 
would last for seventy years. The fact that these events had come to pass was 
a testimonial to God’s character and power to accomplish His word. 

KEY DOCTRINE

God

To God we owe the highest love, 
reverence, and obedience  
(1 Tim. 1:17).

BIBLE SKILL

Compare passages with a 
similar theme.

Compare Isaiah 40:21 with 
Job 12:7-9 and Romans 1:20-23. 
How do these passages point to 
the reality of God? What are the 
common themes found in these 
passages? What can we learn 
about God from His creation?
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Chapter 41 explains how the future deliverance of Isaiah’s audience 
would play out. Not only would God’s people be redeemed from captivity, 
there would also be opportunities for all nations to come to a redeeming 
knowledge of God. This would be part of the fulfillment of God’s promise 
to Abraham in Genesis 12:3. 

Chapter 41 also makes it clear that God would work through the existing 
institutions of the world to accomplish His task. While we tend to look for 
God to work in miraculous ways, the truth is that more often than not, God 
works through normal events in history. For Isaiah, the idea that God would 
orchestrate history was even more astounding than an overt miracle. It 
demonstrated that God was in control of everything and everyone; He didn’t 
need to break into the seemingly ordinary to accomplish His word and will. 

Finally, chapter 41 also introduces a concept that will reoccur several 
times in the remainder of the book. This concept is that of the servant of 
the Lord. The idea of the servant was not a static one. Initially, however, 
Israel was the servant who would accomplish God’s will. In the immediate 
context, the servant Israel’s captivity proves God is in control and idols can 
do nothing. In the same way that discipline demonstrates a parent’s love 
for a child, so too did the exile demonstrate God’s love and control. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

LIVING (ISA . 40:18-20)

Verse 18
Isaiah 40:18-31 serves as a conclusion to verses 1-17. In the first half of the 
chapter, the prophet spoke of future hope for the people living in Babylonian 
exile. This hope was anchored in God’s incomparable power. Rather than 
the exile being a sign of God’s weakness, it was a sign of His control over the 
world. This may be why Isaiah chose to use the word El here instead of the 
more typical Elohim. Both words are translated into English with the word 
God when they refer to the Lord. However, the word El was also the name 
used for the chief Canaanite god. Thus, by using this particular name, Isaiah 
was indicating that Israel’s God is the true God. When we combine this idea 
with the previous and following verses that tell how the Lord is the only real 
God, it is clear that God is incomparable. The Lord is the one and only God. 
We cannot help but wonder if Isaiah had his vision of God enthroned with 
angels around Him (chap. 6) in mind as he wrote these verses. 

With an unmistakable sarcasm, Isaiah asked, What likeness will you 
set up for comparison with him? The word translated as likeness takes 
the reader back to the creation of humanity: Adam and Eve were created 
in the likeness and image of God. Yet here, men were tempted to make 
a likeness of a god. The inverted nature of this action is the reason for 
the prophet’s sarcasm. Why would mankind worship something that he 
himself has made? How can such a thing be greater than him in any way? 
Furthermore, why wouldn’t people worship the One who created them?  

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read “The 
Eagle: A Symbol of Strength,” 
available digitally in the Fall 2020 
issue of Biblical Illustrator for 
Explore the Bible. Available at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator.

VERSE 18

18 With whom will you 

compare God? What 

likeness will you set 

up for comparison 

with him?
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Verses 19-20
Choosing to worship an idol is completely foolish, since the people control 
the process of making the image from beginning to end. In addition, it’s 
readily apparent that the created idol has no power at all. It has to be made. 
It doesn’t move. It doesn’t speak. It doesn’t eat. It definitely didn’t put the 
people of God into exile, and it will not be the one to bring them out of exile! 

Just in case his point was not clear enough, Isaiah described the process 
of making an idol. First, it had to be cast. A mold was crafted by a skilled 
artisan, and some sort of relatively inexpensive metal was used to create the 
form of the god’s image. There was nothing special about this metal, nothing 
that set it apart from items used in daily life. This same metal could have 
been used to make a tool, a weapon, or money. Next, the image was covered 
in precious metal such as gold and decorated with silver chains. While this 
decoration set the object apart from everyday items, the idol remained 
an object that was little more than jewelry or art in reality. Finally, some 
sort of sturdy wood was contributed for the base. This base needed to be 
strong enough that it would not rot and sturdy enough that the idol would 
not fall over. The story of the image of the Philistine god Dagon falling over 
in his temple would have no doubt sprung to the mind of Isaiah’s readers 
(1 Sam. 5:1-4). 

How can anyone worship something that has to be stabilized by its 
owner? The very thing that makes idols so attractive to humanity is also 
their weakness—they can be controlled. God, on the other hand, cannot 
be controlled. God is the one who controls. If His people doubted this to be 
true, Isaiah noted they only needed to look at God’s control of the events of 
history and compare that to the manufacturing process of making an idol. 

Do you ever find yourself wishing that you could control the outcome of 

events or bargain with God to get what you wanted? Are there idols that you 

have created to give you a sense of control? How does knowing that God is 

the only true God help you overcome that temptation? 

SOVEREIGN CREATOR (ISA . 40:21-26)

Verse 21
Continuing the pattern of rhetorical questions seen in verse 18, Isaiah asked 
if God’s people were ignorant of God’s nature: Do you not know? Have you not 
heard? By virtue of being God’s people, they would have heard time and time 
again stories about God, His character, and His covenant with them. Israel’s 
very existence as a people was tied to God’s activity from the beginning. 
There is likely a reference to Isaiah 6 here. From the time of his calling to 
be a prophet, Isaiah knew his message would cause the people to become 
more resistant to God’s message. God told the prophet that his words would 
actually dull their ability to hear and cloud their ability to understand (6:9). 

VERSES 19-20

19 An idol? — something 

that a smelter casts and 

a metalworker plates 

with gold and makes 

silver chains for? 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.

VERSE 21

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?
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Yet the people were without excuse. When they were tempted to make idols, 
they were reminded that the only true God has existed forever—long before 
the materials used to make idols came into existence. After all, God created 
the foundations of the earth. All one needs to do is consider the ground one 
stands upon to realize how utterly powerful God is. The Creator was before 
the foundations of the earth; He created those foundations.  

Verses 22-24
Isaiah emphasized that the Lord is enthroned above the circle of the earth. 
God is above and separate from His creation. It is somewhat difficult to 
know what is meant by circle of the earth. Most likely, this phrase refers 
to the way the people of Isaiah’s time understood the universe. It was a 
picture of the sun moving across the sky in an arc from horizon to horizon 
each day, and the stars doing the same at night. The phrasing once again 
brings back into focus the image from chapter 6: God on His throne in His 
heavenly throne room. 

In contrast to God’s power and size, the people on the earth are like 
grasshoppers. Isaiah used this image to show how people must appear to 
the Creator of the world. How can humans think they can control God?  

Isaiah went on to describe God’s relationship with the world He created. 
He stretches out the heavens like thin cloth or like a tent to live in. The 
universe is akin to a tool in God’s hands. While this imagery speaks to us 
of the power and majesty of God, it said much more to Isaiah’s audience. 
The pagan religions of the ancient Near East described the gods making 
the heavens from their own bodies. In some Mesopotamian stories, one 
god defeats another and crafts the heavens and earth from the dead god’s 
corpse. Most ancient people, then, believed that creation was made from 
the same divine substance as their gods. As a result, the gods were tied to 
the world they operated in and were affected by it. Not so with Israel’s God. 
He was wholly apart from what He had made. 

Since God is Creator of all, He is the one who reduces princes to nothing. 
Quite literally, God would make them not be. Isaiah was not speaking of 
a removal from power so much as a removal from existence. God would 
unmake the rulers.

The parallel thought to this idea is that judges of the earth or leaders 
would be like a wasteland. The term translated wasteland is tohu—one of 
the pair of Hebrew words typically translated as “formless and void.” This 
phrasing would have immediately taken Isaiah’s audience back to Genesis 1:2. 
The initial state of creation was “formless and void,” but God set things in 
order as He created. As Creator, God can make the leaders and institutions of 
the world, and He can unmake them. The leaders of the earth have no power 
unless God gives it to them. Again, Isaiah reasserted that God is in charge, 
even though it may seem like human leaders are calling the shots. 

In fact, these same earthly leaders are like plants that only last a season. 
Isaiah used a similar analogy to the one he used for all of humanity in 40:6. 
Most vegetation on earth only lasts a season before it withers and flies away 
as dried stubble in the wind. Even as people are like grass or grasshoppers 
when compared to God, earthly leaders are like vegetation that sprouts 

VERSES 22-24

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. 
23 He reduces princes 

to nothing and makes 

judges of the earth like 

a wasteland. 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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up and then dies. In comparison to God, the seemingly huge impact of a 
human leader is a very small thing. Furthermore, Isaiah declared that God 
is the source of the leaders’ demise. It is God who blows on them and they 
wither. The rise and fall of human leaders is no random thing. God is in 
control of the entire process from beginning to end. 

Verses 25-26
Verse 25 follows the pattern of verse 18 by introducing a rhetorical question. 
The difference is that this time it is the Lord who was speaking instead of 
the prophet. God asked if there was anyone who would compare to Him. To 
emphasize His point, He went on to ask a parallel question: who is my equal? 
The answer to both questions is understood: no one can compare to the Lord. 

Interestingly, the title for God in this verse is the Holy One. This stands 
in contrast to the earlier title of El (God) in verse 18. The title “Holy One of 
Israel” was one of Isaiah’s favorite terms for God. In this context, it marks 
God’s morally perfect character and His separateness from His creation. 
Because God is the Holy One, He would deliver His people and He desired 
that they emulate His own character in their behavior. There can be little 
doubt that Isaiah had in mind the vision of the angels crying “Holy, holy, 
holy” (6:3) as he declared the power of the Holy One. 

Just as verse 25 echoes verse 18, verse 26 echoes verses 19-20. While 
verses 19-20 speak of the process of creating idols, verse 26 points to God 
as Creator of the host of heaven, namely the stars. This seemingly simple 
statement had huge implications for Isaiah’s audience. In most ancient Near 
Eastern religions, the heavens and the stars were thought to represent the 
gods. This pagan belief—that the sun, moon, and stars were gods to be 
worshiped—rubbed off on the Israelites over time. For example, we see in 
2 Kings 17:16 that “they bowed in worship to all the stars in the sky.” By 
contrast, Isaiah noted that God created the stars, numbered them, and calls 
all of them by name. To name something in the biblical culture was to have 
some measure of power over it. Even as God marked Abram and Jacob as 
His own by giving them the new names of Abraham and Israel (Gen. 17:5; 
32:28), so God has power over the stars of heaven. Their existence depends 
on God, and He controls each and every one of their number. 

Have you ever been in a situation in which you wondered if God was truly 

in control? Given the passage above, how can looking at the majesty of 

creation help you when you face a struggle in the future? 

TIRELESS SOURCE (ISA . 40:27-31)

Verses 27-31
Jacob and Israel are different names for the same group: God’s people. 
Here, God asked them why they continued to doubt. The phrasing suggests 

VERSES 25-26

25 “To whom will you 

compare me, or who 

is my equal?” asks the 

Holy One. 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.
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they were not just doubting, but hurting, saying that their way was hidden 
from God. The situation was akin to the groaning of the people who were in 
bondage in Egypt (Ex. 2:24). They thought that God was either blind to their 
suffering in captivity or ignoring it. Israel stated that my God does not care 
about bringing justice to the cause of His people. They assumed their personal 
God had decided not to be faithful to the covenant He made with them. 

While God’s people may have felt abandoned, nothing could have been 
further from the truth. In a reference back to verse 21, God asked them, do 
you not know or have you not heard? The implication of the repeated 
questions is that they should have known and they should have heard. 
They had no excuse. God had told them and proved to them that He is the 
Creator of all. He is everlasting. Because of these characteristics, God 
knows everything. No detail escapes Him, and this certainly included the 
situation of His people. He does not get distracted because He is weary or 
stop paying attention because He is faint. In fact, it is God who gives 
strength to those who are faint or powerless. God has an inexhaustible 
supply of power. As Creator, He stands outside of creation and is not limited 
in the way created things are. How could God’s people, even in exile, think 
He would abandon them or lose control for even one second?

In verses 30-31, the prophet gave a response to the questions of 
verses 21 and 28. Even youths and young men, the pinnacle of human 
strength and vitality, are limited. They do tire. Obviously, this weariness 
contrasts with the unlimited strength of God described in the preceding 
verse. In contrast, those who trust in the Lord will renew their strength. 
The word trust is more literally “wait.” Yet this type of waiting implies trust. 
Herein is the irony of what is required. Young men will tire, but God will 
not. The message is that human strength will fail every time; the only 
sure strength is found in God. God’s people must put aside their efforts 
to rescue themselves and wait for God’s deliverance. To wait implies hope 
and expectation. Thus, it is not waiting without hope, but waiting with the 
full expectation that God will act. There may be a delay, but this should not 
be equated with a lack of power or concern on the part of God. When the 
people wait in hope and trust in God, they will find the strength they need, 
for it will come to them from God’s limitless supply. They will soar … they 
will run, and they will walk—three modes of travel that all show forward 
movement. They may have different paces, but God’s people will never be 
stuck. They have no reason to despair. 

Can you think of a situation in which you tried everything you could think of 

to fix a problem and only then thought to pray about it? Based on the above 

verses, how should we go about dealing with difficult problems? Does 

waiting on the Lord mean we don’t do anything but wait? Why or why not? 

 

VERSES 27-31

27 Jacob, why do you say,

and, Israel, why do 

you assert: “My way is 

hidden from the L, 

and my claim is ignored 

by my God”? 28 Do you 

not know? Have you 

not heard? The L 

is the everlasting God, 

the Creator of the 

whole earth. He never 

becomes faint or weary; 

there is no limit to his 

understanding. 29 He 

gives strength to the 

faint and strengthens 

the powerless. 30 Youths 

may become faint and 

weary, and young men 

stumble and fall, 31 but 

those who trust in the 

L will renew their 

strength; they will soar 

on wings like eagles; 

they will run and not 

become weary, they will 

walk and not faint.
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION 

BEGIN: As the group arrives, encourage 
friendly debate by comparing pairs of 
people who are considered to be the top of 
their relative fields (e.g., two professional 
basketball players, two famous scientists, 
two musicians). The people being discussed 
can be current or historical. As you discuss, 
list the pairs on a board for those who may 
still be arriving. 

TRANSITION: These comparisons may be up 
for debate, but there is no room for debate 
when trying to compare anything or anyone 
to God. Isaiah understood that God is beyond 
comparison, as the only one true God, Creator 
and Sustainer of everything. Direct attention 
to the final sentence in the paragraph on 
page 73 of the Personal Study Guide: God 
alone is worthy of worship and trust, and the one 
who trusts in the Lord will not be disappointed. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT 

INTRODUCE: Summarize the information 
in the first paragraph of the PSG under 
Understand the Context (p. 74). Direct 
attention to Pack Item 7 (Handout: Isaiah 
Time Line) as you explain that Isaiah 
40–66 are prophecies given by Isaiah in 
the eight century BC that looked ahead to 
the Babylonian exile and beyond. Point to 
Pack Item 2 (Poster: Outline of Isaiah) to 
emphasize that we are moving into “VII. 
The Greatness of God.” 

READ: Call for a volunteer to read aloud 
Isaiah 40:18-20, as the group identifies 
who is accomplishing the actions described 
in these verses. 

CLARIFY: The questions posed in verse 18 
arise from the proclamation of God’s greatness 
in the preceding verses. 

PROBE: Invite volunteers to read the 
following verses aloud: Psalm 18:2; Isaiah 
40:11; and John 6:35. Ask: How is this 
type of imagery and metaphor different 
from what Isaiah condemned in verse 
18? Emphasize: Biblical metaphor shows 
similarities between two different things, often 
to make a complex idea more understandable. 
Isaiah warned against worshiping created 
things instead of the Creator of all things.  

ILLUSTRATE: Call attention to Pack Item 4  
(Primary Idols in the Old Testament). Create 
seven teams (one person can be a team), 
and have each team read about one of the 
idols listed. Call for observations. Then 
summarize the information in the first two 
paragraphs under Verses 19-20 (PSG, p. 76), 
describing the manufacturing process 
of idols. 

DISCUSS: Invite the group to discuss why 
Isaiah considered idolatry absurd. 

RESPOND: Direct the group to page 76 of 
the PSG, and read aloud the final paragraph 
under Verses 19-20. Ask: Why are people 
often more impressed by the work of 
human hands than all that God has done? 
(PSG, p. 76) How does Isaiah reveal the 
foolishness of this? 

READ: Direct a volunteer to read Isaiah 
40:21-26, calling the group to listen for the 
relationships between the Creator and the 
creation. 

ASK: Why might people be tempted to look 
to created things for strength and safety 
instead of the true Creator, God?

CROSS-REFERENCE: Lead small teams 
to complete the Bible Skill activity on 
page 77 of the PSG: Compare Isaiah 40:21 
with Job 12:7-9 and Romans 1:20-23. How 
do these passages point to the reality of God? 
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What are the common themes found in these 
passages? What can we learn about God from 
His creation? If necessary, clarify with an 
example: Romans 1:20 provides additional 
understanding of God’s natural revelation, 
which is referenced in Isaiah 40:21. Invite 
the teams to share with the group. Declare 
that observing God’s creation should lead 
to worship of and trust in the Creator, but 
sinful humans often turn their worship 
and trust to the creation instead.  

DISCUSS: How should knowing that God 
is the Creator and is directing the affairs 
of His creation affect a believer’s daily life? 
Highlight God’s sovereignty over rulers, 
many of whom were worshiped in the 
surrounding countries. Say: God is also the 
Creator and Sustainer of the stars, which were 
also often worshiped in the day of Isaiah. 

TRANSITION: While we are insignificant 
compared to God, we find hope in knowing that 
we have been created by this same mighty and 
sovereign God who created and sustains the 
entire universe. 

READ: Invite a volunteer to read Isaiah 
40:27-31. Encourage the group to look for 
the change in tone at the end of these verses. 

PROBE: Read verse 27. Discuss: Is it OK 
to complain to God? What can we do or 
say if we feel forgotten by God? Highlight 
the first paragraph under Verses 27-28 
in the PSG on page 80. Then discuss 
the difference between the Israelites’ 
grumbling when they wandered in the 
desert with Moses and David crying out to 
God in the psalms. Say: When we approach 
God with our fears, we should do so with an 
expectant and trusting heart.

RESPOND: Review the names of God listed 
on Pack Item 5 (Poster: Names of God in 
Isaiah) and Pack Item 14 (Handout: Names 
of God in Isaiah). Call for volunteers to share 
what specific names have meant to them 
while facing past fears or uncertainty.

ASSERT: In verse 28, the tone shifts. The 
incomparable attributes of God are presented 
as reasons to hope and trust in Him. 

EMPHASIZE: Utilize the information 
provided on page 80 of this book to discuss 
the significance of verses 29-31. Declare: 
We are renewed when we trust in the Creator. 

RESPOND: Direct the group to read silently 
the last paragraph of Understand the 
Context (PSG, p. 74) and respond in silent 
prayer. Ask: How has your understanding 
of trusting God changed as a result of 
today’s discussion?

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE

REVIEW: Call attention to the bulleted 
summary statements under Apply the 
Text (PSG, p. 81). Guide the group in 
discussing how the distinction between 
Creator and creation applies to each of 
these statements. Challenge the group to 
consider this distinction throughout the 
week and worship God in response.  

RESPOND: Guide the group to locate the 
memory verse on Pack Item 8 (Handout: 
Memory Verses Bookmark). Then lead them 
to respond to the second question set under 
Apply the Text (PSG, p. 81): As a group, 
memorize Isaiah 40:31. Discuss what 
difference it makes in the lives of believers 
when they completely place their trust in 
God for both the present and future. How 
can the group help each other to continue 
to place their trust in God? You may 
choose to lead them to respond silently, 
challenging them to revisit this section 
later in the day or week. 

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, praising God as the Creator and 
Sustainer of the universe.
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  
on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Secure a copy of “Everlasting God,” as 
recorded by Lincoln Brewster or Chris 
Tomlin. Use the song to discuss how God 
strengthens us as we wait for Him. 

COMPARISON

Invite volunteers to share different Bible 
translations of Isaiah 40:31. Guide the 
group in discussing the different nuances 
in the phrases “trust in the Lord” (CSB), 
“hope in the Lord” (NIV), and “wait upon 
the Lord” (KJV). Consider how different 
translations inform your understanding 
of the meaning. Remind the group that 
these prophecies spoke of the Israelites’ 
attitude during the Babylonian exile. Ask: 
What would the Israelites have been waiting, 
trusting, and hoping for? What are we waiting, 
trusting, and hoping for? Connect our hope 
to Jesus and His promise of salvation. 

REFLECTIVE 

Gather paper and pencils.

As a group, make a list on a board of people 
or things that we might be tempted to 
trust instead of God. Invite the group to 
individually consider the list and write on 
a piece of paper one or two items that have 
been a personal temptation. Clarify that 
they won’t be asked to share their personal 
lists. Direct the group to record reasons 
why this is foolish and why trusting God is 
better. Invite them to pray over these lists 
throughout the week. 

PHYSICAL MOVEMENT

Pre-enlist a volunteer to create a series of 
simple physical movements to assist in 
memorizing the memory verse (Isa. 40:31). 
Invite the volunteer to teach these to the 
group as you memorize the verse together. 

VISUAL 

Gather images of space, planets, and stars.

Share the gathered images as you study 
Isaiah 40:21-26. Encourage the group to 
consider the greatness of the universe and 
how this impacts their understanding of 
the greatness of its Creator and Sustainer. 

DEBATE

On a board write, “Humanity is 
insignificant.” Lead the group in interacting 
with this statement based only on Isaiah 
40:21-26. Then direct the group to consider 
all of Scripture and how this changes their 
understanding of the sentence on the board. 
Consider our insignificance compared to 
God, but also our significance as created in 
the image of God, and our significance as 
chosen by God and redeemed by God. Ask: 
How might these verses have served to convict 
the Israelites and to encourage the Israelites? 

CURRENT EVENTS

Invite discussion on how Isaiah 40:23-24 
can influence our attitude and posture 
during the election season. Preface the 
conversation by stating that you won’t be 
discussing specific candidates or political 
parties. Focus the discussion on God’s 
sovereignty. Consider including other 
verses that speak of God’s sovereignty and 
political powers (Prov. 16:9; Jer. 1:4-10).
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19
S E S S I O N  9

God Acts
The one true God is incomparable; He will complete His plan to save His people.  

ISAIAH 46:3-13
MEMORY VERSE: ISAIAH 46:4

STUDY Isaiah 46:3-13, as you consider God’s 

promises. Use Explore the Text on pages 95–99 

to gain insight into how God’s incomparability 

impacts His plans. Reflect on how God calls us 

to trust Him.

CREATE a teaching plan for your group using 

the ideas on pages 100–102. Focus on helping 

the group understand and trust God’s plan to 

save His people. Consider ways of using the 

Music Idea (p. 102) in group time. 

GATHER the following items:

   Personal Study Guides (PSGs)

Prepare to display: 

   PACK ITEM 3 (Poster: Themes of Isaiah) 

   PACK ITEM 4 (Poster: Primary Idols in the  

Old Testament) 

Make copies of: 

   PACK ITEM 11 (Handout: Primary Idols in the  

Old Testament)

CONSULT QuickSource for additional questions 

to use during the group time and review the 

Explore the Bible Adult Commentary for additional 

biblical insights (available for purchase from 

LifeWay.com).

REINFORCE the session by evaluating idols that 

are a particular temptation in your city or for 

your group. Invite the group to join you in a time 

of prayer, asking God to bring low these idols 

(man-made gods) and reveal their futility to the 

people in your area and group. 
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Many of us will “plan our work, and work our plan” when seeking to 
accomplish a big task. Doing so may require a singular focus. We may 
even choose to participate only in activities that contribute to the plan’s 
success and abstain from involvement in anything that gets in the way of 
us working our plan. Isaiah 46 indicates God has a plan and is committed 
to it. His plan is to save His people, and nothing will keep Him from 
accomplishing this plan of salvation, not even the hardheartedness of the 
people He will save. 

(In PSG, p . 82) Share about a time you completed a task by following a 

specific plan. How important was following your plan in successfully 

completing that specific task?

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 42:1–48:22

The Babylonian Empire would ultimately destroy Judah and its capital city 
of Jerusalem in 587-586 BC. Many of the survivors would be carried into 
captivity and forced to settle outside the city of Babylon, where they would 
dwell for approximately seventy years. To the captives or those facing 
captivity (since all of this would happen after Isaiah’s ministry), it likely 
seemed impossible to believe God was in control and could save them and 
bring them back home. Yet, this was exactly what God planned to do. In 
chapters 42–48, we see a continuation of the hopeful message of Israel’s 
coming redemption from the Babylonian exile. 

Chapter 42 reintroduces the concept of the Servant of the Lord. In 
41:8, the servant was identified as Israel. In chapter 42, the Servant is 
not identified by name. However, He is described as mild and as one who 
accomplishes great things for the Lord. While no specific identity is spelled 
out in Isaiah 42, Matthew 12:17-21 tells us that Jesus fulfilled the predicted 
role of this Servant. 

In Isaiah 42:18-20 the servant is described as blind and deaf. For many 
readers, this can seem confusing at first. In verse 1, God delights in His 
servant. How can God be pleased with His servant and then call that same 
servant deaf and blind? It is important to understand that there is a certain 
amount of back and forth or fluidity in the way Isaiah talked about the 
Servant of the Lord. Isaiah will move back and forth between the concept 
of Israel as the servant and the concept of an individual as a Servant. In 
fact, Isaiah will even present Cyrus, a Persian king, as the servant of the 

KEY DOCTRINE

Salvation

Faith is the acceptance of Jesus 
Christ and commitment of the 
entire personality to Him as Lord 
and Savior (Eph. 2:8-10).

BIBLE SKILL

Memorize Scripture.

Seek to memorize Isaiah 46:4. 
Review each phrase, identifying 
ways you have seen this true in 
your life and the lives of others. 
Reflect on the impact this 
passage may have on believers as 
they contemplate God’s faithful 
care and salvation.
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Lord in later chapters. Thus, in chapter 42, we have two servants being 
described. One is an individual that is later identified as Jesus, and one 
is the nation of Israel. It is Israel that was deaf and blind, as God said in 
Isaiah 6:9-10.

In 42:10, Israel was told to sing a new song because there would be the 
possibility of redemption for the whole world. God’s redemption was not 
limited to Israel only. Rather, all of the populated places of the world were 
in mind. Naturally, not everyone will respond to the Lord’s call to salvation, 
but the message would be heard by many beyond the land of Israel and 
Babylon (45:22). This call became reality in Jesus’ Great Commission to His 
disciples (Matt. 28:18-20).

Isaiah 43–45 gives more information about the future restoration 
from Babylon. God would redeem His people from captivity by His power 
(43:8-13) and pour out His Spirit on His people so that they would flourish. 
As nature grows and blossoms from God’s blessing, so too would His 
people. By His power, God would bring forth Cyrus, the Persian king, to 
accomplish His purpose of saving His people from captivity. 

Chapter 46 encouraged God’s people to trust that He would accomplish 
His plans. To this end, God reassured them that Babylon would fall and 
be put to shame because God was and is the one in charge (chap. 47). 
Chapter 48 explains that while Israel was stubborn, God’s grace was even 
more dogged in pursuing the salvation of His people. In the end, those who 
trust in God will find redemption, but those who do not turn to Him will 
find no peace (48:22).

EXPLORE THE TEXT

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

Chapter 46 starts out with a likely reference to a religious festival in Babylon 
known as Akitu. As part of the ceremony, idols representing the Babylonian 
gods Nebo and Bel (sometimes also called Marduk) were decorated and 
carried around the city on a cart—a practice we see detailed in Isaiah 46:1-2. 
In his description, Isaiah depicted these idols as small and bent things. He 
mocked them in a way that left no doubt they were powerless. 

Verse 3
God called to His captive people, Listen to me, house of Jacob. This phrase 
calls to mind the command of Deuteronomy 6:4, “Listen, Israel.” In both 
verses, God called His people to pay attention to what He had done in the 
past and what He was about to do in the future. In Deuteronomy, Israel was 
on the verge of entering the promised land; in Isaiah, Israel was about to be 
restored to the promised land. In both cases, the emphasis was on trusting 
God based on His past actions. The fact that the people were addressed as 
house of Jacob in Isaiah may also indicate a restored unity to the people of 
God. It is a collective term that reflects a time before the kingdom was 
divided into Israel and Judah. The implication seems to be that the people 

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“Idols: From Production to 
Veneration” in the Fall 2020 issue 
of Biblical Illustrator. Available at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator.

VERSE 3

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.
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who remained in captivity, the remnant, were one people of God again 
instead of citizens of separate kingdoms. 

God confirmed this idea of Israel as one unified people by affirming His 
involvement with them from their origin as a people. God had sustained 
them from the womb and carried them since birth. These parallel 
statements show God as Father and Israel as His child. In contrast to the 
idols that were created and carried by their worshipers (v. 1), God is the 
Creator and the One who carries His people. The image of birthing and 
carrying shows both God’s parental care and His power. He brought the 
people into the world and was with them as they grew. At no time were 
they outside of His control, even though it might have felt like they were. 

Verse 4
God described Himself with a series of “I” statements. These descriptions 
are linked to the idea of a father caring for His child. God stated, I will be the 
same until your old age and I will bear you up when you turn gray. These 
two statements reinforce the images of sustaining and carrying from 
verse 3. The phrase I will be the same is literally “I am He.” God’s past actions 
were a template for what He would do in the future. God is consistent. As He 
saved His people from Egypt, so too would He save them from Babylon. 

At the same time, there is an unexpected twist: this divine care would 
occur in the people’s old age. As parents age, it becomes the child’s duty to 
care for them, even as the parents cared for the child in his early life. Yet 
God did not switch roles with His people as time passed by. He was the One 
who would provide for His people in their twilight years. At no point did the 
people carry God or meet a need for Him. God is powerful and unchanging. 
In contrast, idols do nothing; instead, they must be carried and cared for. 

The focus of the people needed to be on their God 

instead of on their situation. 

God used two further “I” statements to further clarify this idea that the 
people will always be dependent on Him. He first explained, I have made you. 
In other words, the existence of Jacob or Israel was a result of God’s creative 
activity. He went on to state, I will bear and rescue you. In these assertions 
God is the focus. The Hebrew is emphatic: “I myself will bear you.” The focus 
of the people needed to be on their God instead of on their situation. 

Verses 5-7
Given God’s past actions and His promise to be consistent in carrying out 
these actions again, was there any good reason to bet on an idol over the 
God of Israel? God asked His people, Who will you compare me or make 
me equal to? The question is almost rhetorical but not entirely. After all, 
the whole reason the Israelites would go into captivity was because they 
were worshiping other gods. In essence, they did not view God as enough 
and so engaged in idol making and illicit worship to hedge their bets. It was 
like a person who has several relationships going at once, just in case one 

VERSE 4

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.

VERSES 5-7

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? 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. 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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of them doesn’t work out. God made it clear that idols were lifeless objects. 
Could the people really say a lifeless object was comparable to a real living 
being? The obvious answer is no. Of course, it was not so obvious to the 
Israelites—at least not at first. 

In essence, they did not view God as enough.

Verses 6-7 explain just how lifeless and powerless idols really were. The 
precious metals of gold and silver were used, but they had to be fashioned 
into a god by a goldsmith. Inanimate material was fashioned into a shape 
by a skilled worker. The people would then kneel and bow down to it. Isaiah 
was mocking the idea that people would make something and then worship 
it. Clearly, the prophet wanted his audience to realize the folly of expecting 
something they made to deliver them from their troubles. With a reference 
to the previous verses, Isaiah noted that people had to lift the idol and bear 
it to the place they wanted it. This raised the question of whether they were 
wise to worship that which they had to carry. How much power can an idol 
have if it cannot even get to where it needs to be? 

What is the fundamental temptation of engaging in idolatry? By contrast, 

why is it so hard to trust in the all-powerful Creator God? 

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

Verses 8-9
God called the people to remember this and be brave. There is some 
disagreement among scholars whether the word this refers to what came 
before this verse or what comes after. It may be some of both. Either way, 
the command to remember does not mean merely to call something to 
mind. Rather, it was a call to action. Remembering the nature of idols leads 
to the rejection of their worship. Remembering what happened long ago 
was a call to trust God on the basis of His past acts of salvation. To be brave 
referred to the need to take courage in facing the challenges of captivity. 
Unfortunately, many of the people were failing to take the words of God 
to heart and were not contemplating just how trustworthy God is. Instead, 
they were continuing to be transgressors, rebelling by not believing that 
God would do what He declared He would do. They did not think God could 
really deliver them, and they continued to turn to lifeless idols. 

God, in His stubborn grace, once more reminded them of His 
faithfulness from the beginning. Continuing with the command to 
remember, God encouraged the doubters to remember their very earliest 
history (long ago) and perhaps even the creation of the world itself. The 
existence of Israel and every nation in the world could be attributed to one 
indisputable fact. God stated: I am God, and there is no other; I am God, 

VERSES 8-9

8 “Remember this and 

be brave; take it to 

heart, you transgressors! 
9 Remember what 

happened long ago, for I 

am God, and there is no 

other; I am God, and no 

one is like me.
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and no one is like me. In a similar fashion to verse 4, God once again used 
“I” statements to emphasize His uniqueness. No other gods had a part in 
the past, present, or future events playing out in the lives of the Israelites. 
No human or idol could be credited with the events of history. Only God 
was present at the beginning through to the people’s current situation. 
Only God would be with them in the future. 

Verses 10-11
God is all-powerful and has always been. As further support for these 
ideas, God reminded the people that He had predicted the events they 
were experiencing. With the phrase, I declare the end from the beginning, 
God made it clear that rather than being a sign of His defeat, the exile was 
actually evidence of His control of events. God had repeatedly warned the 
people that if they failed to turn away from their sin, they would be exiled 
from the land of Israel. However, there was also hope, for God promised 
that when the people turned back to Him, He would rescue them. 

In verse 11, God was even more specific about how He would rescue His 
people. There can be little doubt that this specificity was meant to give the 
people in exile hope and to encourage them to believe. God stated, I call a 
bird of prey from the east. God would overthrow the Babylonian Empire 
by using a vengeful instrument from the east of Babylon to conquer it. This 
bird of prey was further described as a man for my [God’s] purpose. While 
the individual in question is not identified by name in this verse, there can 
be little doubt that this is Cyrus, the ruler of Medo-Persia. Not only was the 
far country of Medo-Persia to the east and south of Babylon, but Cyrus was 
the ruler who conquered Babylon in 539-538 BC. After this conquest, he 
decreed the captives could return to their native lands. This identification is 
made certain with the direct naming of Cyrus in 44:28 and 45:1. Ultimately, 
God had planned the events Israel would experience. Knowing this should 
have given the people in exile every confidence in their future deliverance. 

Is there a particular area in your life in which you find it difficult to trust 

God? How do the preceding verses challenge or encourage you to trust Him? 

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

Verses 12-13
In the final verses of chapter 46, God, through His prophet, returned to 
the initial command stated in verse 3: Listen to me, you hardhearted. With 
an appropriate nod once again to Deuteronomy 6:4, God reminded the 
people that He was consistent in His actions, past and present. The result 
of listening should have been a love for God (Deut. 6:5), but many of the 
Israelites remained hardhearted. They did not believe God would do what He 
said He would do. God had demonstrated He is faithful to His word, and 

VERSES 10-11

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. 
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.

VERSES 12-13

12 Listen to me, you 

hardhearted, far removed 

from justice: 13 I am 

bringing my justice near; 

it is not far away, and my 

savation will not delay. I 

will put salvation in Zion, 

my splendor in Israel.
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He had even predicted the future. There was no reason to doubt His future 
redemptive action for the people in exile. Yet some still did not believe. 

The phrase translated as far removed from justice can also be 
understood as “far off from righteousness.” The issue involved the lack of 
righteousness that comes from believing God and taking Him at His word. 
While “Abram believed the Lord, and he credited it to him as righteousness” 
(Gen. 15:6), many of the Israelites, with their hard hearts, refused to believe 
and therefore were far from righteousness. 

However, even the unbelief of the house of Jacob would not stop God’s 
plans. He would save the ones who believed by bringing His righteousness 
near. Deliverance would happen on God’s timetable. It would not delay 
but would come at exactly the time He determined. God described this 
as my salvation; it belonged to Him. The people could do nothing to save 
themselves. Idols certainly could not save them. Only God could deliver 
them and return them to their land. The restoration of the people had 
always been the plan. The exile and punishment were always meant to 
produce the needed change in the hearts of the people so that they could 
be restored to a right relationship with the Lord. 

The salvation of the Lord would be centered in •Zion. While tying 
salvation to a location may seem strange to us, the reason does make sense. 
Zion was the center of the promised land. The promised land, in turn, was 
the second garden of Eden. So, in the middle of this special place, God would 
walk and dwell with His people again. Like Adam and Eve, the Israelites 
had been kicked out of the special place of fellowship. Unlike Adam and 
Eve, however, they would be restored to both place and fellowship with the 
Lord. In like manner, the splendor of God would be in Israel. There is likely 
a double meaning here: (1) God’s presence would be in the land of Israel, 
and (2) Israel would reflect God’s splendor because He would deliver them 
from Babylon to the promised land. In either case, God would get the glory 
for being faithful to His word to restore His people, and the Israelites would 
benefit from God’s glory by being restored to fellowship. 

(In PSG, p . 89) How should the mercy and grace God shows hardhearted 

rebels against Him affect how believers relate to God, other believers, and 

unbelievers?
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION

BEGIN: List the following categories on a 
board: 3-6 month plan, 1 year plan, 5 year 
plan, and 10-20 year plan. As the group 
arrives, encourage volunteers to fill in any 
category on the board for which they have 
a goal they are working toward. Invite a few 
volunteers to briefly share the plans for one 
of their goals. Follow up by asking: What 
is something that could hinder you from 
accomplishing this goal?

TRANSITION: Direct the group to the 
last few sentences of the first paragraph 
on page 82 of the PSG, which discuss 
God’s plan. Emphasize that nothing can 
hinder God from accomplishing His plan. 
Invite a volunteer to read the Summary 
Statement for this session: The one true God 
is incomparable; He will complete His plan to 
save His people.

EXPLORE THE TEXT 

INTRODUCE: Direct the group to read 
silently the first paragraph in Understand 
the Context (PSG, p. 83). Point to the Key 
Doctrine (PSG, p. 89). Call on the group 
to write one-sentence summaries of God’s 
plan to save His people. Note that you will 
return to these at the end of today’s study. 

CHALLENGE: As we study Isaiah 46, 
consider how God’s incomparability leads 
us to trust in His ability and willingness to 
complete His plan.

READ: Call for a volunteer to read aloud 
Isaiah 46:3-7. Encourage the group to pay 
attention to the claims God made about 
Himself in this passage. 

PRESENT: Summarize the information 
about idols under Verse 3 and Verses 5-7 
in the PSG (pp. 84–86). Emphasize that 

the Lord declared these idols would be 
a burden, brought low, and carried off 
as spoils of war. Highlight that the Lord 
declared these idols would be unable to 
save anyone (v. 7). 

CONTRAST: How did the Lord contrast 
Himself with these idols? 

COMPARE: Distribute copies of Pack 
Item 11 (Handout: Primary Idols in the Old 
Testament), or direct the group toward 
Pack Item 4 (Poster: Primary Idols in the 
Old Testament) that’s displayed in the 
room. Consider the descriptions of Bel and 
Nebo. What are some parallels you see to 
idols (man-made gods) that our society 
worships today?  

CONSIDER: Guide the group to the Bible 
Skill (PSG, p. 87). Encourage them to spend 
a few minutes silently considering ways 
they have seen verse 4 to be true in their 
own lives. Urge the group to use the Bible 
Skill this week to memorize verse 4.

ASK: How might we describe the difference 
between idols that are carried and God 
carrying His people? How does God carry 
His people today? (PSG, p. 85)

READ: Before you read aloud Isaiah 
46:8-11, call for the group to look for 
the reminders and promises God gave in 
these verses. 

ASSERT: God called on His people to remember 
the things of the past and trust Him with 
the future. 

CONNECT: Use the following sets of 
questions to guide the group in a discussion 
of God’s plan of salvation. Divide the group 
into two teams. Direct the first team to 
discuss the following questions: At the 
time of Isaiah, how had God demonstrated 
His power in the past? What promises had 
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God made in the past? Direct the second 
team to discuss the following questions: 
How has God demonstrated His power 
since the time of Isaiah? What promises of 
His are we still holding to today?

SHARE: Bring the teams back together, 
and invite a volunteer from the first group 
to present their findings, followed by a 
volunteer from the second group. Highlight 
God’s eternal sovereignty. Redirect any 
statements that imply God’s plan is ever 
out of His control. 

PRESENT: Direct the group to the first 
sentence of the second paragraph under 
Verses 8-9 (PSG, p. 87): The Scriptures 
clearly teach the importance of God’s people 
remembering what He has said and done. 
Summarize the examples presented in this 
paragraph. Invite the group to add to this 
list. Ask: How does reflecting on what God 
has done in the past give us reason to trust 
Him today? Emphasize this statement from 
the PSG (p. 88): God is not figuring things out 
as He goes, and He does not act on a whim.

DISCUSS: Call for volunteers to share how 
their answers to the question on page 88 
in the PSG have changed as a result of 
today’s discussion.

READ: Ask someone to read Isaiah 
46:12-13, as the group listens for what 
God requires of His people and what He 
promises to do for His people.

REWRITE: Direct the group to turn back to 
the one-sentence summaries they wrote of 
God’s plan for salvation at the beginning 
of the session. Guide them in considering 
how Isaiah 46:12-13 further clarifies their 
understanding of God’s plan of salvation. 
Call on someone to read Romans 10:8-9. 
Encourage the group to consider these 
verses as they continue to refine their 
sentences. Emphasize God’s grace and 
mercy. Then allow volunteers to share their 
summaries. 

ASK: How should the mercy and grace God 
shows hardhearted rebels against Him 
affect how believers relate to God, other 
believers, and unbelievers? (PSG, p. 89)

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE 

SUMMARIZE: Reintroduce Pack Item 3 
(Poster: Themes of Isaiah). Guide the group 
in identifying which themes were in 
today’s passage. 

REVIEW: Call attention to the bulleted 
summary statements under Apply the 
Text (PSG, p. 90). Lead the group in 
discussing why it is essential to each of 
these statements that God is the one true, 
incomparable God. 

RESPOND: Lead in a discussion of the first 
question set under Apply the Text (PSG, 
p. 90): Discuss as a group ways of sharing the 
truths found in this passage to help people 
understand their need for Jesus. With whom 
can you share the truth about idols and any 
item that gets in the way of worshiping God? 
How can you use the truths from this passage 
to help them understand the need for trusting 
Jesus alone for salvation? 

REFLECT: As time allows, lead the group 
to respond silently to the second question 
set on page 90 of the PSG: In what areas of 
your life are you in need of God’s assurance? 
How does this passage give you assurance in 
those areas? Thank God for being faithful to 
His plans. 

PRAY: Conclude the group time in prayer, 
praising God for His incomparability 
and faithfulness. 
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  
on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Secure a copy of “In Christ Alone,” by 
Stuart Townend. Invite the group to 
discuss God’s plan to save His people. 
Encourage them to use this song to 
express trust and praise. 

PRESENTATION

Pre-enlist a volunteer to prepare a brief 
presentation on Jesus’ use of the phrase  
“I am He.” Encourage the volunteer to make 
connections between Jesus’ words in the 
New Testament (Mark 13:6; Luke 21:8; 
and John 8:24,28,42; 13:19; 18:5-6,8) and 
Isaiah 41:4; 43:10,13; 48:12; 52:6. Suggest 
the volunteer utilize various translations 
for reference.  

WORD STUDY 

Gather paper, pencils, and concordances. 

Explain that Isaiah 46 presents idols as a 
burden to the people that worship them. 
Utilize print or digital concordances to do a 
word study on “burden.” Guide the group in 
discovering how we are burdened and what 
God offers us. 

CASE STUDY

Place the group in teams of three (one 
person can be a team). Direct each team 
to develop a case study based on someone 
serving a modern-day idol (sports, job title, 
social media, etc.). As each team presents 
its case study, guide the group in discussing 
ways to overcome this idolatry by focusing 
on truths about God. 

GRAPH 

Gather paper and colored pencils.

Read Isaiah 46:3-4. Invite the group to 
create a time line of their lives, marking 
ways that God has carried, sustained, 
and rescued them at different points. 
Allow volunteers to briefly share about a 
particularly significant moment noted on 
their time lines.  

PHYSICAL

Gather a stone and modeling clay.

As you study Isaiah 46:12-13, pass around 
a stone and a ball of modeling clay. Tell 
the group these represent two different 
types of hearts. Invite discussion about the 
hearts of the Israelites and God’s response. 
Consider our role versus God’s role in the 
state of our hearts.

DRAMATIC EXAMPLE

Pre-enlist a volunteer to arrive early, and 
sit or stand completely still, holding a sign 
that says, “Isaiah 46:7.” Direct the volunteer 
to look forward, not responding to anyone 
until the session has begun. Once the 
session begins, the volunteer can put down 
the sign and return to normal. Reference 
this physical demonstration as you study 
verses 3-7. 
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110
S E S S I O N  1 0

God Comforts
The one true God is compassionate; He comforts His people. 

ISAIAH 49:1-13 
MEMORY VERSE: ISAIAH 49:13

STUDY Isaiah 49:1-13, looking for ways God 

comforts His people. Use Explore the Text on 

pages 105–109 to gain insight into how Jesus is 

the ultimate fulfillment of the Servant. Reflect 

on how God is calling His people today to be 

servants to the world. 

CREATE a teaching plan for your group using 

the ideas on pages 110–112. Focus on helping 

the group identify how Israel, Jesus, and 

believers today play different roles in God’s 

redemptive plan. Consider ways of using the 

memory verse (Isa. 49:13) to encourage an 

attitude of praise during your group time. 

GATHER the following items: 

   Personal Study Guides (PSGs)

   Prepare a mini-lecture on the fulfillment  

of messianic prophecies

Prepare to display:

   PACK ITEM 2 (Outline of Isaiah)

Make copies of: 

   PACK ITEM 9 (Handout: Isaiah’s Messianic 

Prophecies)

CONSULT the weekly Explore the Bible adult 

podcast to gain insights on the go about this 

week’s study on Ministry Grid, Apple Podcasts, 

Stitcher, Spotify, LifeWay’s Digital Pass, or at 

goExploreTheBible.com/adults-training.

REINFORCE the session by following up with 

attendees who have expressed uncertainty 

about their role in God’s work. Prayerfully 

consider an area of service where they might 

be gifted and encourage them with volunteer or 

service opportunities in or through your church. 
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Some things in life seem impossible. A doctor’s diagnosis, the emotions 
of an ended relationship, or being called into the boss’s office can make 
us feel like there is no tomorrow. The people of Israel faced the seemingly 
impossible in the form of conquering armies, guilt of moral failure, and 
God’s judgment for their disobedience. Isaiah reminded them that God 
was preparing the way for His Servant. Through this Servant, He would 
accomplish His purposes and reward those who faithfully serve Him. 

(In PSG, p . 91) What or who gives you comfort when facing a seemingly 

impossible situation? How does that item or person give you comfort?

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT 

ISAIAH 49:1–50:11

In chapter 42, we saw that the Servant of the Lord was sometimes identified 
as an unnamed individual (see Isa. 42:1-4) and other times as the nation of 
Israel (Isa. 42:18-20). In chapters 49–50, the Servant is primarily described 
as an individual, while the idea of the nation of Israel as the servant begins 
to fade into the background. In our focal passage (49:1-13), the Servant is 
presented in a way that finds its ultimate fulfillment in Jesus. 

The people in captivity wondered if God had been beaten by the 
Babylonian gods or if He had just stopped caring for His people. The first 
possibility came from the ancient Near Eastern idea that when two people 
groups met in battle, so did their gods. The outcome of a battle, then, 
was thought to demonstrate which god was more powerful. While this 
idea shouldn’t have been in the minds of God’s people, the notion was so 
common in the world then that it was hard for them not to default to it. The 
other option—that God had stopped caring (49:14)—was related to the 
first. The people wondered if maybe God had just stopped loving them, and 
if that was why the Babylonians had been victorious. God reassured His 
people that He could no more forget them than a mother could forget her 
child (49:15). The people were in exile because of their sin, not because of 
apathy on God’s part. In fact, just the opposite was true. Because God cared 
about His people, He would not let them get away with sinful behavior.  

When the exile ended, God would accomplish the restoration of His 
people in a way that would make the nations stand in awe. He would bless 
His people, and the nations would worship God. He would accomplish this 
in part through the work of the Servant of the Lord. While this Servant 
would be obedient to God, he would be persecuted for God’s sake (50:4-11). 

KEY DOCTRINE

Last Things

God, in His own time and in His 
own way, will bring the world to 
its appropriate end (Heb. 9:27-28).

BIBLE SKILL

Compare similar passages.

Compare Isaiah chapter 40 and 
chapter 49. Make a list of the 
promises of chapter 40 and 
similar phrases in chapter 49. 
How will the servant of the Lord 
fulfill God’s plan to comfort His 
people? Look up 2 Corinthians 
5:16–6:2. What connections do 
you see between this passage 
and Isaiah 40 and 49? Note them 
in your list. How do Jesus’ actions 
as the servant of the Lord apply 
to believers today?
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However, God would vindicate him in the end. In addition, the Servant’s 
role would solve the problem of Israel’s repeated disobedience because he 
would be faithful even when the nation was not. God would accomplish 
salvation for Israel and for the whole world, and the Servant of the Lord 
would be central to that plan. 

In light of all this, chapters 49–50 emphasize the importance of 
trusting God. Even when things seem impossible and God seems far away, 
His people must trust Him. Nothing else really matters by comparison. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

INCLUDED (ISA . 49:1-4)

Verse 1 
Coasts and islands show the expanded role of the Servant and the message 
of good news. The rejoicing would no longer be limited to the land of Israel. 
The nations of the world, the distant peoples, would hear of God’s redeeming 
His people. The phrase coasts and islands is a way to express the ends of the 
inhabited earth. The nations would hear this news from the Servant of the 
Lord. They were commanded to listen and pay attention to the speaker. In 
the minds of Isaiah’s audience, these commands would immediately recall 
the covenant commands of Deuteronomy 6:4 and following. The promise 
that God would redeem the people after punishing them with exile is part 
of this covenant language, and so it sounded a note of hope for the captives 
in Babylon. By addressing the news to the nations far and wide, there was a 
note of hope for the whole world through Israel’s restoration.

Naturally, God’s promise to redeem His people led to the question of 
how He would do so. The answer lies in the person of the Servant, who 
speaks in this passage. He declared that he was called prior to his birth and 
named while still in his mother’s womb. This language also reflects the 
intimate relationship God has with His servant. It’s clear that this is no 
ordinary human being. Rather, the Servant had a special mission, was 
known by God, and belonged to God. Shades of the child in 7:14 that would 
represent “God with us” (Immanuel) are no doubt present here as well. 

Verses 2-3
Verse 2 speaks of the preparation of the Servant for service. The fact that the 
Servant’s words were like a sharp sword is startling. The language suggests 
that while God’s people were expecting military deliverance from their 
enemies, this would not be the Servant’s mission. In an unexpected twist, 
the Servant would use God’s words to bring about the deliverance of His 
people from captivity. One cannot help but think of Paul’s description of 
the armor of God in Ephesians 6:10-18, particularly the sword of the Spirit, 
which is the Word of God. Whether or not Paul had this verse from Isaiah 
in mind, the similarity with Ephesians and also with Revelation 19:15 is 
striking. God would also make the Servant himself like a sharpened arrow. 

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“God as ‘Redeemer’ in Isaiah” 
in the Fall 2020 issue of 
Biblical Illustrator. Available at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator.

VERSE 1

1 Coasts and islands, 

listen to me; distant 

peoples, pay attention. 

The Lor called me 

before I was born. He 

named me while I was in 

my mother’s womb.

VERSES 2-3

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. 3 He 

said to me, “You are my 

servant, Israel, in whom 

I will be glorified.”
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The idea here is likely a unique and specialized arrow designed for a specific 
purpose. The Servant, then, was God’s weapon by which the Israelites 
would be set free from captivity. 

Interestingly, God hid both the sword and the arrow from sight. The 
meaning of this action is a bit difficult to determine with certainty. One 
option is that weapons were hidden so that when the attack was carried out, 
it would be a surprise to the enemies. The core idea is likely this: the weapons, 
much like the Servant, would be revealed at God’s predetermined time. 

In verse 3, God stated, You are my servant, Israel. This statement is 
initially confusing because the verses so far have been clearly talking about 
an individual. How should we understand this verse, then? This is still the 
individual Servant. The first clue is in the context. Since the Servant clearly 
has been identified as an individual, we should take Israel as a reference to 
an individual rather than to the whole nation. In other passages, when the 
nation of Israel is described as the servant, the servant is declared to be 
deaf, blind, and rebellious. The Israel described here in verse 3, however, 
would cause God to be glorified, again suggesting the individual rather 
than the people as a whole.

The implications are powerful. The rebellious people in exile had 
failed to glorify God because of their disobedience. Therefore, the Servant 
described here would stand in for Israel and glorify God by doing what 
they should have done. He would reveal God’s perfect character through 
perfect obedience. Even as Adam was both the first man and representative 
of all mankind, so was the Servant of the Lord both an individual and 
representative of the nation of Israel. 

Verse 4
The Servant of the Lord expressed his frustration at the apparent failure of 
his mission. He expressed dissatisfaction that his work had been in vain. 
In other words, the results of his efforts were empty. Like the vineyard in 
chapter five, the grapes were sour and useless. The despair at coming up 
with nothing led the Servant to view his work as full of futility. 

Yet the Servant quickly turned to the most important element of his 
mission: his vindication was with the Lord and his reward was with 
God. Even though the Servant was frustrated, he knew that success had 
to do with pleasing God and being obedient, not the outward results of his 
mission. God’s satisfaction with him was the only important outcome, and 
only God would determine the value of what the Servant accomplished. 

Have you ever felt frustrated when doing something you knew God wanted 

you to do? How do the feelings and response of the Servant encourage you 

for this sort of situation in the future? 

VERSE 4

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 L, and my 

reward is with my God.
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CALLED (ISA . 49:5-7)

Verses 5-6
The phrase formed me from the womb recalls verse 1 and the fact that the 
Servant was doing what God called him to do. In particular, the Servant 
was tasked to bring back Jacob to him. When the Servant accomplished 
this, Israel would be gathered to him. The phrase to him pointed not only 
to the restoration of God’s people but to their reconciliation with God 
Himself. When Adam and Eve sinned, they were cast out of the garden. 
They were, in a very real sense, cast out of God’s presence. Likewise, when 
Israel went into exile, the people were cast out of God’s presence. While 
they were never completely cut off from God, the relationship was strained, 
and they had lost the intimate connection they had in the promised land. 
Thus, God’s redemption of His people through the Servant was more about 
the restoration of the relationship than just a return to the promised land. 

The salvation of Israel was only the beginning. God stated that it was 
not enough for the Servant to raise up and restore the tribes of Jacob. The 
people of Israel were always the protected ones because of God’s covenantal 
grace. But this status was not because of anything they had done, nor was it 
meant to be an end in itself. Israel should have been a light for the nations 
and brought others to seek the Lord. Since they had failed, the Servant 
would now carry out this task as their representative, even while he would 
save them at the same time. The Servant would solve the core problem of 
Israel and the whole world—sin and separation from God. In so doing the 
Servant would be God’s salvation to the ends of the earth.

Verse 7
Verse 7 describes the means by which God would bring salvation to the world. 
By using a series of particular names for God, Isaiah demonstrated that what 
would happen to the Servant was part of God’s plan. God is the Redeemer of 
Israel and the Holy One; He would redeem and save. Yet somehow, part of 
this plan included the Servant becoming despised and abhorred. Just a few 
phrases earlier, the Servant was favored by God. Now, however, the people he 
interacted with viewed him as worthless. Of course, it would not remain so. 
Eventually, kings will see and princes will stand up. Those who were 
considered most important in the world will take notice of this lowly Servant. 
Then their perspective will change; the highest rulers in society would humble 
themselves before him. 

From our perspective, it is obvious at this point that this passage is clearly 
describing Jesus. However, it is important to note here that Isaiah’s words 
would have been startling to his audience. On the one hand, the Servant was 
described as God’s special weapon and means of salvation for the world. On 
the other hand, God subjected this Servant to shame and being despised. It 
would have seemed a very strange combination to Isaiah’s original audience. 
Knowing what Christ has done for us, we see how the two elements fit 
together. If we stop and try to put ourselves in the shoes of Isaiah’s original 
audience, however, the marvel and surprise of how God would bring salvation 
to the world cannot but bring a sense of amazement. 

VERSES 5-6

5 And now, says the L, 

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 L, and my God 

is my strength — 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.”

VERSE 7

7 This is what the Lor, 

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 

Lor, who is faithful, the 

Holy One of Israel— and 

he has chosen you.”
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Do you ever find yourself taking God’s plan of salvation for granted? How do 

these verses challenge you to think about it in fresh ways? Do they inspire 

you to make some concrete changes in the way you live?

VINDICATED (ISA . 49:8-13)

Verses 8-12
In the previous section, the surprising humiliation of the Servant was 
ultimately turned to praise. Verses 8-12 renew the theme of the mission of 
the Servant; God is the speaker. In these verses, the success of the Servant 
is recorded as he continued to carry out the work through the strength that 
God provides. In fact, the distinction between the Servant and God begins 
to blur at this point in the prophecy. 

God would answer and help the Servant in a time of favor. This phrase 
likely was a reference to the Jubilee year. (See Lev. 25:8-55.) This identification 
matches the emphasis on freedom in verses 8-9. During the year of Jubilee, 
slaves were released and land that had been sold to pay off debts reverted back 
to the original owners. The emphasis in the Jubilee year was God’s ownership 
and restoration to the created order after sinful and fallen nature had caused 
that order to be disrupted. In this passage, then, the Servant of the Lord 
would bring about the day of salvation, a day that would fix the problems 
that made the Jubilee year necessary in the first place. This day came with the 
birth, death, and resurrection of Jesus. (See 2 Cor. 6:2.) 

The identification of the Servant of the Lord in this passage as Jesus is 
confirmed by the declaration that the Servant will be a covenant. Imagine, 
however, how perplexing this must have been for Isaiah’s audience who lived 
hundreds of years before Jesus. To them, the idea that a person could be 
a covenant must have been baffling. Covenants were agreements between 
people or between people and God. Yet the Servant would be a living covenant 
that joined the people to God in the day of salvation. He would restore the 
land and enable the people to possess the desolate inheritances. As in the 
year of Jubilee, the promised land would experience a reboot back to the time 
of Joshua. This connection is important, for the goal of Joshua’s work was to 
help the people settle into the land for the purpose of serving God and living 
in relationship with Him. The land was to be a second garden of Eden. Thus, 
Isaiah gave the exiles hope that a close relationship with God was not forever 
lost. Instead, restoration was on the horizon, and it would be a permanent 
restoration. The work of the Servant would yield a time in which the people 
would no longer break the covenant. The best was yet to come. 

In addition to the restoration of the land and relationship with God, 
the Servant would release the prisoners and those in darkness. The people 
who are truly captive are those who are spiritually blind. The fundamental 
problem of God’s people (and the whole world) is their inability to see the 
truth of God and their need for Him. 

VERSES 8-12

8 This is what the Lor 

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, 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. 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. 
11 I will make all my 

mountains into a road, 

and my highways will be 

raised up. 12 See, these 

will come from far away, 

from the north and 

from the west, and from 

the land of Sinim.
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To lead the people out of darkness, the Servant must lead them back to 
a relationship with God. Isaiah used a common metaphor of leadership in 
the Bible: the shepherd. God’s provision for His flock would come on the 
pathways and all the barren heights. These are places in which grazing 
was usually not possible because of the trampled, rocky soil. But God would 
provide. As a result, the people would not hunger or thirst. This imagery 
reflected the exodus and wilderness wanderings in which God provided 
the people with manna and water. Several of the prophets would look 
back on this period in Israel’s history as the honeymoon period in Israel’s 
relationship with the Lord. The real danger and troublesome times came 
when the people had plenty in the promised land. There they were tempted 
to forget God and turn away from Him. In the wilderness, the people 
depended on God and had the real treasure: fellowship with God.

God Himself would protect the people in the day of salvation. They would 
not need to worry about the scorching heat or sun, for their compassionate 
one would guide them. Christians are sometimes tempted to think that the 
Old Testament is more about law and the New Testament is more about 
grace. A close reading of the Old Testament, however, shows that nothing 
could be further from the truth. God showed compassion again and again 
and His Servant, Jesus, reflected this same quality. 

Facing captivity, Isaiah reassured the people that God would restore them 
one day. He could be counted on because He is the Creator. God called the 
mountains my mountains, and the highways my highways. Nothing could 
stop God from rescuing His people since the very mountains and highways 
obeyed Him. What is more, it would not be only Israel that would come to 
be in right relationship with God. People from far away, from the north and 
from the west, and from the land of Sinim, would come as well. The land of 
Sinim may be a reference to the area of Aswan, Egypt. It was clearly meant to 
stand for the one of the extremes of the known world at the time. In short, 
people would come from everywhere because of God’s work of salvation. 
Israel’s role as messenger of salvation to the world would finally be achieved 
through the work of their stand-in: the Servant of the Lord. 

Verse 13
The final verse of chapter 49 is a declaration of praise for the marvelous 
salvation that would occur. God commanded the heavens, earth, and 
mountains to rejoice. These most enduring elements of creation that had 
seen the progression of creation, the fall, and now salvation, would testify 
to God’s salvation. God comforted His people with compassion. (See 40:1.) 
Jesus, God’s Servant and Son, initiated this salvation.  

How does knowing how the story of redemption ends help get you through 

difficult times? Do you ever think about the power of God and His control 

over all things when you are facing difficulty? How can you apply this 

realization to a difficult situation you may be in right now? 

 

VERSE 13

13 Shout for joy, you 

heavens! Earth, rejoice! 

Mountains break into 

joyful shouts! For the 

L has comforted 

his people, and will 

have compassion on his 

afflicted ones.
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION

BEGIN: Before the group arrives, write 
“COMFORT” vertically on a board for 
an acrostic. As the group arrives, invite 
individuals to consider the introductory 
question in the PSG (p. 91): What or who 
gives you comfort when you are facing a 
seemingly impossible situation? Direct the 
group to write answers on the board that 
correspond to the letters of “comfort” (for 
example, C could equal chocolate). Multiple 
answers can go with each letter. 

DISCUSS: Encourage the group to look for 
common themes among the answers. Ask: 
How does that item or person give you 
comfort? (PSG, p. 91)

TRANSITION: Direct the group to the 
summary statement for this session (PSG 
p. 91): The one true God is compassionate; He 
comforts His people. Emphasize that Isaiah 
recognized God as the one true Comforter 
for His people, a truth that would find 
ultimate fulfillment through Jesus Christ. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT 

INTRODUCE: Direct the group to the Outline 
of Isaiah on page 9 of the Personal Study 
Guide and point to Pack Item 2 (Outline 
of Isaiah) that is displayed on the wall. 
Invite the group to locate the section: “VIII: 
Peace Brought by the Servant-Messiah.” 
Use the first paragraph of Understand the 
Context (PSG, p. 92; pp. 104–105) to briefly 
introduce the Servant Songs of Isaiah. 

REVIEW: Direct the group to scan the 
remaining three paragraphs in Understand 
the Context and underline descriptions of 
the Servant that remind them of Jesus. 

CHALLENGE: As we read Isaiah 49:1-13,  
note the actions to be taken by the 

Servant. How are these actions seen in 
Jesus and His work? (PSG, p. 92)

READ: Call on someone to read aloud 
Isaiah 49:1-4, as the group looks for 
indications of a Servant who is greater than 
the nation of Israel. 

DISCUSS: Invite the group to share 
observations about the greatness of the 
Servant. Utilize information from the PSG 
(under Verse 1 on page 93) to highlight 
the Servant’s authority as evidenced by 
the phrase “listen to me.” Emphasize the 
Servant’s reach to all nations and people. 

EXPLAIN: Draw attention to verse 3. 
Utilize information in the comments under 
Verses 2-3, PSG (pp. 93–94), to explain how 
the servant is both Israel the nation but 
also an individual who would redeem Israel 
and the nations. 

CHART: On a board, create three columns 
labeled “Israel,” “Jesus,” and “Believers.” 
Explain: Isaiah, as God’s spokesperson, gave 
the words to Israel, but the role of the Servant 
is ultimately fulfilled by Jesus. However, as 
believers, we are also called to play a role in 
God’s redemptive plan. 

ASK: Invite the group to discuss ways 
Isaiah 49:1-4 describes Israel, as a volunteer 
makes notes under the column titled 
“Israel” on the board. 

EXPLAIN: Guide the group in understanding 
how Jesus is the ultimate fulfillment of 
the Servant, as seen in verses 1-4, noting 
comments under the column titled “Jesus.” 

APPLY: Finally, encourage the group to look 
for ways these verses apply to our role in 
God’s redemptive plan, making notes in the 
last column. (Note: Continue this activity 
for each section of Scripture.) 
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ASK: How can knowing that God 
vindicates His children help believers learn 
to trust Him with the results and timing? 
(PSG, p. 95) How might our own role in 
this plan comfort us? 

ASK: Guide the group to complete the Bible 
Skill activity on page 95 of the PSG. Then 
discuss together the following question: 
How do Jesus’ actions as the Servant of 
the Lord apply to believers today? Fill 
in comments about Jesus’ role under 
the “Jesus” column. You may want to 
emphasize Matthew 23:37 and John 8:12 
when discussing Jesus.

READ: Direct a volunteer to read Isaiah 
49:5-7, as the group pays attention to what 
the Servant is called to do. 

DISCUSS: How did God use Israel’s difficult 
situation to carry out His purposes for 
them and for the world? What are some 
other examples in the Bible of God using 
difficult circumstances to bring about 
His purposes (e.g., Joseph sold into 
slavery, persecution of the early church in 
Acts 8:1-8)?

COMPARE: Continue the activity 
introduced in the previous section. Direct 
the group to Acts 1:8 and Matthew 5:14-16 
when discussing the role of believers. 

ASK: What role does today’s believer play 
as a bearer of the light, one who carries the 
message of the gospel? How does that role 
relate to the work done by the Servant? 
(PSG, p. 97) Record answers in the column 
titled “Believers” on the board. 

READ: As someone reads aloud Isaiah 
49:8-13, encourage the group to underline 
the promises of God. 

RESPOND: Which of God’s promises stands 
out to you? Why do you think this promise 
would have given confidence to an exiled 
Israelite?

COMPARE: Add insights to the chart on 
the board. Emphasize that Israel’s return 
from exile foreshadows the return of all 
nations to God. 

PROPOSE: God promised to deliver His people 
from physical captivity to Babylon. However, 
more importantly, God promises to deliver 
His people from spiritual captivity to sin 
and death. He accomplishes this through His 
Servant, Jesus. 

GUIDE: Share a mini-lecture on the 
fulfillment of messianic prophecies as 
found in Isaiah 49:6-12. Distribute copies 
of Pack Item 9 (Handout: Isaiah’s Messianic 
Prophecies). Discuss how prophecies spoke 
to the people receiving them about their 
current situation but also spoke of the 
future. Consider utilizing Explore the Text 
(pp. 107–109), a commentary on Isaiah, the 
Introduction to Isaiah (pp. 10–11), and a 
Bible dictionary for your presentation. 

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE 

REVIEW: Call attention to the summary 
statements under Apply the Text (PSG, 
p. 99). Using the information in the 
comparison chart created as you studied 
the text, discuss each summary statement. 
Guide the group in adding to the chart 
based on the statements or adding to the 
summary statement based on the chart. 

ASK: How has your understanding of being 
comforted by God changed as a result of 
this study? 

RESPOND: Prior to the group time, select 
one or more of the question sets under 
Apply the Text (PSG, p. 99). Lead the group 
to respond to the selected questions. 

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, praising God for including believers 
in His redemptive plan for the world. 
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  
on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Secure a copy of “Shout to the Lord,” by 
Darlene Zschech. Before leading the group 
in song, review the words. Encourage the 
group to look for parallels between these 
lyrics and Isaiah 49. 

TESTIMONY

Pre-enlist one or two volunteers to share 
about how God has blessed and comforted 
them and to discuss ways God has given 
them opportunities to be a blessing and 
comfort to others. Before inviting them to 
share, explain that in Isaiah 49 we see God’s 
promise to comfort Israel and His promise 
to comfort the world through Israel. After 
the volunteers share, invite the group to 
discuss other areas of Scripture that speak 
of God’s promise to bless His people and to 
use them to be a blessing to others. 

PHYSICAL 

Gather napkins, forks, small plates.

Pre-enlist volunteers to bring in comfort 
food for the group to enjoy as you introduce 
the topic of comfort. Invite volunteers 
to share stories about the food they 
selected—where the recipe came from and 
any memories tied to the comfort food. 

ART 

Gather watercolor paper, paint sets, paint 
brushes, and cups of water.

Set aside time at the conclusion of the group 
time for creating paintings based on the 
memory verse (Isa. 49:13). Encourage the 
group to read the verse to themselves each 
time they dip their brushes in the water. 

RESEARCH 

Collect Bible concordances or study Bibles 
with a concordance.

Call on a volunteer to read verse 6. Divide 
the group into teams, and assign each 
team a general section of Scripture (e.g., 
Torah, New Testament Letters). Distribute 
concordances and direct each team to look 
for passages that support or refute the 
following sentence in the PSG comments 
under Verse 6 (p. 96): The salvation of people 
from every nation always was and still is 
God’s purpose. Invite volunteers to share 
insights gained.

COMPARISON CHART 

Gather copies of the handout described 
below and colored pencils or markers.

Prior to the session, create a handout with 
the Scripture from today printed on the 
left side and Philippians 2:5-11 printed 
on the right side. Give the handout and 
two different colored pencils or markers 
to each person. Direct the group to read 
through each passage and draw lines 
noting similarities and differences between 
the two. Suggest using one color to note 
similarities between the texts and another 
for dissimilarities. Encourage them to look 
for key words and concepts. Ask the group 
to consider how the passages impact their 
understanding of one another and how the 
timing or setting of each impacted how the 
Servant is described. Invite volunteers to 
share responses from their findings. 
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God Justifies
The one true God is forgiving; He justifies believers by taking their sin on Himself.

ISAIAH 53:1-12 
MEMORY VERSE: ISAIAH 53:5

STUDY Isaiah 53:1-12, paying attention to the 

descriptions of the Servant. Use Explore the 

Text on pages 115–119 to gain insight into Jesus 

as the messianic fulfillment of the Servant. 

Reflect on how we can respond to Jesus’ 

willingness to fill this role of suffering.

CREATE a teaching plan for your group using 

the ideas on pages 120–122. Focus on helping 

the group better understand the depths of 

Jesus’ suffering on the cross. Consider using 

a teaching approach you have yet to use this 

quarter. (See p. 122 for ideas.)

GATHER the following items: 

   Personal Study Guides (PSGs)

   Blank index cards, pens, and tape

Make copies of: 

   PACK ITEM 9 (Handout: Isaiah’s Messianic 

Prophecies)

   PACK ITEM 13 (Handout: Isaiah 53 in the  
New Testament)

CONSULT the Explore the Bible website for 

ways of using a current news event to start and 

conclude the session (goExploreTheBible.com/

LeaderExtras).  

REINFORCE the session by gathering the 

group for a time of Thanksgiving fellowship 

with a focus placed on thanksgiving to God for 

forgiveness of sin. Consider various options 

for gathering (e.g., potluck meal, dessert bar, 

or coffee social). Enlist volunteers to create 

decorations, crafts, or projects to reinforce the 

idea of thanksgiving toward God.
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FIRST THOUGHTS
We honor parents who work multiple jobs to provide a brighter future 
for their children. We place the names of public servants who died while 
on duty on bridges and buildings. We commemorate the sacrifice paid by 
soldiers who fought and died in battle. Most of us willfully celebrate the 
sacrifices made by a person for the benefit of others. Isaiah told of a Servant 
who would come for the purpose of paying for our sin so that we could 
have peace with God. Through faith in the sacrificing Servant, we find 
forgiveness and restoration. 

(In PSG, p . 100) How do you celebrate the sacrifice others have made for you? 

How does their sacrifice impact you today? 

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 51:1–57:21

The previous servant songs in Isaiah build to the depiction in chapter 53. As 
noted in previous lessons, some of the songs speak of Israel as the servant 
but also speak of an unnamed individual. While some speculate that the 
individual in question is a collective term for Israel or possibly the prophet 
Isaiah, it becomes increasingly clear that neither the nation nor the prophet 
Isaiah could fulfill the role described in the servant songs. When we arrive 
at chapter 53, the Servant is clearly an amazingly perfect individual. Only 
the Son of God could and does fit this description. 

Chapters 51 and 52 state that after Jerusalem and its people had drunk 
from the cup of God’s wrath (51:17), they would experience hope. Isaiah 
declared that punishment from the Lord was a temporary situation. It 
would come to an end. Indeed, in chapters 51–57, Isaiah restated that the 
whole purpose of the exile was as a means of correction. As with a parent 
disciplining a child, the discipline ideally produced a change in the sinful 
behavior and restored the relationship. When the discipline concluded, 
God Himself would lead the people out of captivity even as He led them 
out of Egypt (52:7-12). The Lord would not abandon His people. 

The servant song in Isaiah 53 and its introduction in 52:13-15 show how 
God would make sure the exile would never need to happen again. Because 
of the Servant’s work, Jerusalem would be renewed. Chapter 54 describes 
Jerusalem as a widow or barren woman who was bereft of children. 
Miraculously, she would be restored and would have more children than 
could had ever been predicted. So great would this restoration be that 
the very walls of the city would have jewels set in them (54:11). This is 

KEY DOCTRINE

God the Son

Jesus honored the divine law by 
His personal obedience, and in 
His substitutionary death on the 
cross He made provision for the 
redemption of men from sin  
(1 Pet. 2:21-25).

BIBLE SKILL

Use a Bible dictionary to examine 
a term.

Review articles about 
substitutionary atonement in 
a Bible dictionary. Read the 
Bible passages included in the 
article. How do the passages 
examined give you deeper 
understanding into Isaiah 53? 
Write a summary statement of 
how you would explain Jesus’ 
substitutionary atonement. 
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a depiction of perfect peace for God’s people; they would be satisfied and 
would not need to fear any nation that might come and try to invade and 
steal the jewels from the city. The citizens of Jerusalem in Isaiah’s time 
could and would rejoice. 

Chapter 55 calls for the people of God to trust Him. God provided what 
they really needed without cost. As a result, chapter 56 calls the people 
to seek God first and foremost. Their primary concern should be living 
righteously. God would even make a way for eunuchs and foreigners to be 
included in this call to seek Him. These two groups might think that they 
would not be included in the full blessing of God, but Isaiah stated that 
their faithfulness was more important than any blood heritage (56:6-8). 

Chapter 57 reviews Israel’s sins and reiterates that God would bring 
restoration. The Israelites had practiced injustice and idolatry. This is why 
judgment came. In language reminiscent of chapter 40, the prophet spoke 
of the future restoration in which God would build a highway for the people 
to return to their home. The chapter closes with a warning to the wicked. 
Those who continued to rebel against God would not find the peace that 
comes to those who repent. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

DESPISED (ISA . 53:1-3)

Verses 1-3
The first statement in chapter 53 is surprising after the end of chapter 52. 
With the phrases, who has believed and to whom has the arm of the Lord 
been revealed, Isaiah related the difficult reception the Servant would 
receive from the people. To think that the God of Israel, the Creator of the 
universe, would work through one individual in such a miraculous way 
did not register with the people of Isaiah’s day. Indeed, the fact that the 
Servant would claim to be the arm of the Lord would be seen as downright 
blasphemous unless that Servant was God incarnate. 

By saying he grew up before him like a young plant, Isaiah indicated 
that the Servant would grow up just like any other child. He would not 
suddenly appear in a blinding light. In fact, the individual in question 
would be nothing special to look at. He didn’t have an impressive form … 
no appearance that we should desire him. The Servant would not stand out 
in terms of physical attributes but would look quite ordinary. 

Isaiah’s description of the Servant did not stop with Him being ordinary. 
While we are not told why, the Servant would be despised and rejected. Not 
only was the Servant nondescript but would earn the hatred of the people 
around Him. As a result, He would be a man who knew both suffering and 
sickness. The Servant would be someone people turned away from. The 
implication of the original language is that of disgust or complete rejection. 

In summary, the Servant would be ordinary by human standards 
and hated by those around Him. No reason for this hate is given. In all 

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read “The 
Early Church’s Use of Isaiah 53,” 
an archived Biblical Illustrator 
article provided via digital 
download in the Fall 2020 Explore 
the Bible Leader Pack.

VERSES 1-3

1 Who has believed 

what we have heard? 

And to whom has the 

arm of the L been 

revealed? 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. 
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.
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likelihood, this was Isaiah’s way of indicating that the Servant would not 
deserve the malice and rejection that He would experience. 

Have you ever felt the sting of rejection or undeserved hatred? Have 

you ever wished you were more valued by those around you? How does 

remembering what that felt like help you relate to the plight of the Servant? 

SUBSTITUTE (ISA . 53:4-6)

Verses 4-5
These verses show that the Servant would suffer physically. What is even 
more surprising is that this suffering would be unjust. The Servant would 
suffer on behalf of others because of their sins. Much like the animal 
sacrifices given in the temple, the Servant would be a substitute for the 
people who hated Him so much. 

With two parallel verbs, Isaiah stated that the Servant bore our 
sicknesses, and he carried our pains. How shocking this must have been 
for Isaiah’s audience. The first verb translated as bore is often attached to 
the idea of forgiveness of sin. But whose sickness would the Servant bear? 
It is our sickness or, in reality, our sin. This same contrast is in the second 
part of the parallel as well: He would carry our pains. 

The shocks keep coming. Isaiah revealed that the Servant’s 
substitutionary suffering was brought about by the hand of God. Isaiah 
stated, we in turn regarded him stricken, struck down by God. As if to 
add insult to injury, the Servant not only would be abused because of the 
people, but the abuse was from God. How could a just God make one suffer 
on behalf of another? Why would God do such a thing? In fact, this very 
idea continues to be a stumbling block for many today who think that 
a just God could never do such a thing. However, if the perfect Servant 
was a willing sacrifice, that changes everything. There was no injustice 
being done.

Verse 5 states that the Servant was pierced due to our rebellion. The 
distinction is between Him and us. He did not suffer along with the people; 
instead, He suffered in their place. The word translated pierced is often 
associated with a fatal blow. (See 22:2; 51:9.) Likewise, the word crushed 
leaves little to the imagination. This is a wound that is permanent and 
from which recovery was unlikely. If there is any ambiguity left, the phrase 
punishment for our peace was on him banishes it from the reader’s mind. 
As Isaiah noted in 1:5-6, the wounds of our sin are incurable unless the 
cycle of sin and punishment is broken. The Servant would break this cycle 
by his wounds. 

VERSES 4-5

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. 
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.
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Verse 6
Verse 6 summarizes the situation thus far: we all went astray like sheep. 
This is the fallen human condition. Sheep are stubborn and relatively 
ignorant creatures. They lack the foresight to connect the past to their 
present and future actions. They do what they want and have difficulty 
learning from their mistakes. People and sheep have more in common 
than we would like to admit. In what was no doubt a shocking plot twist 
to Isaiah’s audience, the Lord has punished the Servant for the iniquity of 
the stubborn sheep-like people. We dare not take this sacrifice for granted. 

How would you respond if you were asked by a loved one to go to the electric 

chair so a murderer on death row could go free? How does your answer help 

you appreciate the role of the Servant in the above verses? 

WILLING (ISA . 53:7-9)

Verses 7-9

In these verses Isaiah emphasized the Servant’s willingness to be a sacrifice 
for others. The words oppressed and afflicted emphasize the external 
nature of the abuse suffered. The Servant would not bring affliction on 
Himself but would be oppressed by others. Despite the injustice of this 
situation, the Servant would not open his mouth. This idiom reflects the 
idea that He would not complain. 

The Servant would be like a lamb and like a sheep. These animals were 
often used in the sacrificial rites as a substitution to pay for the sin of the 
owner. By comparing the Servant to the silent sheep that quietly goes to its 
brutal fate, Isaiah marked the Servant as the One who suffered for another’s 
sin. According to Exodus 12:5, the one making the offering must offer an 
unblemished lamb. The perfect lamb did not deserve its fate. It stood in the 
place of one who did deserve it. 

The Servant would be led away because of oppression and judgment. 
Both oppression and judgment were the instruments of the Servant’s death 
march. Both elements were unfair given the Servant’s unblemished status. 
Unlike the people who were in exile as a result of appropriate judgment, the 
Servant would deserve no such treatment. 

Who considered his fate? This question implies that no one among His 
generation considered the Servant. He would die on behalf of a people who 
did not recognize Him for what He was doing. Very few would realize that 
the Servant’s suffering and death was for them, at least not initially. Adding 
insult to injury, the Servant was assigned a grave with the wicked. There 
are different opinions about how to understand the parallelism between 
the wicked and a rich man. There could be a contrast between the wicked 
and the rich with the use of the word but. It is also possible that the rich 
and wicked are synonymous in this context. This link is surprising, since 

VERSE 6

6 We all went astray like 

sheep; we all have turned 

to our own way; and the 

L has punished him 

for the iniquity of us all.

VERSES 7-9

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. 
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. 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.
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riches were often associated with the blessing of God in the biblical culture. 
Still, there are cases in which wealth is synonymous with those who turned 
their backs on God. (See Deut 8:7-18; Matt 6:19-22.) The main point seems 
to be that by being buried with the rich and the wicked, the Servant was 
associated with those who were all about themselves. Through crime or 
business, they elevated themselves. By contrast, the Servant was non-violent 
and innocent. He was the opposite of those with whom He would be buried. 
Even in death He is a stark reminder of the people’s sin and His perfection. 
Through this association though, the Servant would ultimately offer a 
chance of redemption to those with whom He was counted and buried.

Are there people in your life you would be willing to help at personal cost? 

What is your initial response to the idea of taking the punishment for 

someone who deserves punishment and doesn’t even know you? How does 

this make you appreciate the level of torment the Servant experienced in 

the above passage? 

SACRIFICED (ISA . 53:10-12)

Verses 10-12
The word yet indicates these verses are in a contrast to the previous verses. 
The Servant was perfect and uncontentious, yet the Lord was pleased to 
crush him severely. The obvious question is how a just God could desire 
such a thing for an innocent individual. The answer is that the Servant was 
a guilt offering. The notion of the Servant as a guilt offering has already 
been hinted at with the comparison of the Servant to a lamb. Here though, 
all doubt is removed. The Servant was not only like a guilt offering; He was 
a guilt offering. As such, He atoned for others. The One sacrificed was not 
guilty but paid for the guilt of others through His death. 

As a result of offering Himself in this way, the Servant would see his 
seed. How could one who died without offspring see descendants? The 
answer is tied to the fact that the Servant would also prolong his days. Both 
seeing descendants and prolonging days seemed an impossibility for one 
who was crushed for the sake of others. However, if the prolonging of days 
is a reference to resurrection, then seeing the seed is possible. Those who 
repent and accept the sacrifice of the Servant on their behalf will become 
the offspring of the Servant. Thus, the Servant would not be limited to 
genetic offspring but would have children from every tribe and nation. 

The first part of verse 11 confirms the Servant’s death to be a guilt 
offering. A more literal rendering of after his anguish is “from the trouble 
of his life.” In other words, the suffering and the resulting death of the 
Servant would not be the end. After that death would come the seeing of 
the light and its resulting satisfaction. His sacrifice would make it possible 
for the guilty to escape punishment and be restored to God. 

VERSES 10-12

10 Yet the L 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 

L’s pleasure will be 

accomplished. 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. 
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.
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Many would be justified (here understood as salvation) by his 
knowledge. There are a few different opinions on what the knowledge 
refers to in this case, but it makes the most sense to understand the term 
as relational. We have a similar idea when we say we “know” someone. 
We mean that there is some level of relationship as contrasted with not 
knowing someone at all. Therefore, the ones who are saved by the Servant’s 
sacrifice are those who enter into a relationship with Him. Through this 
connection, many would have their iniquities carried by the Servant. It is 
no surprise that the Book of Acts links this idea to Jesus (Acts 2:23-24). 
There can be no doubt at this point that such a perfect Servant who became 
the perfect guilt offering and then rose from the dead to inherit many as 
His children is Jesus. 

The ones who are saved by the Servant’s sacrifice are 

those who enter into a relationship with Him.

In verse 12, God spoke concerning the exaltation of the Servant. The 
Lord would give the Servant the many, those who accept the Servant’s work 
on their behalf, as a portion. The Servant’s reward would be the ones who 
would be saved because of His sacrifice. He would also receive the mighty 
as spoil. While there are some different interpretations of this phrase, it is 
likely that the mighty refer to the ones who remain in rebellion to God. They 
do not accept the guilt offering of the Servant, but they will be subject to 
Him. Thus, the Servant will receive all of the people under His authority. 
Some will be saved through acceptance, while others will continue in a 
state of judgment for their refusal to repent and to recognize the Servant’s 
amazing work. 

Finally, the reason the Servant would receive these rewards is because 
he willingly submitted to death. He would accomplish God’s will fully and 
self-sacrificially. He would be treated like a rebel, but He was not a rebel. 
He was put to death like One who deserved such a punishment, but He did 
not deserve it. In all of this, He would accomplish God’s plan completely. 
When we turn to the New Testament, we cannot help but see the numerous 
parallels between Isaiah’s servant songs and the ministry of Jesus. In Jesus’ 
own words to His Father, “I have glorified you on the earth by completing 
the work you gave me to do” (John 17:4). Jesus was the perfect Servant. 
He was the perfect embodiment of what Israel was supposed to be. Jesus 
is the Son of God who died as a guilt offering and now prolongs His days 
for eternity. 

If you could imagine yourself in the time of Isaiah’s audience, how do you 

think you might react to chapter 53 and the other servant songs? How does 

chapter 53 encourage your faith that Jesus is the Son of God? 
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION

BEGIN: As the group arrives, distribute 
blank index cards and pens. Direct the 
group to review the paragraph on page 100 
of the PSG, and write the name of a person 
or group of people who have sacrificed 
something for them. Lead the group to tape 
the cards to the wall or a prepared board.  

DISCUSS: Once most of the group has 
arrived, invite a few volunteers to explain 
the name they placed on the wall and how 
that person’s sacrifice has impacted them. 
Ask: How do you honor or celebrate this 
person and his or her sacrifice?  

TRANSITION: Encourage the group to 
underline the last two sentences of the 
paragraph on page 100 of the PSG: Isaiah told 
of a Servant who would come for the purpose 
of paying for our sin so that we could have 
peace with God. Through faith in the sacrificing 
Servant, we find forgiveness and restoration. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT 

INTRODUCE: Use information from 
Understand the Context (pp. 114–115; 
PSG, p. 101) to introduce the last of the 
four servant songs (Isaiah 52:13–53:12). 
Highlight that this song focuses on the 
Messiah’s suffering and provides insight 
into how God deals with sin in a way 
that is both just and merciful. Share 
Romans 3:25-26. 

PREPARE: Provide copies of Pack Item 13 
(Handout: Isaiah 53 in the New Testament) 
and copies of Pack Item 9 (Handout: Isaiah’s 
Messianic Prophecies) as needed. Explain 
that you will use these to explore how Jesus 
Christ fulfilled the role of the Servant.  

READ: Invite a volunteer to read 
Isaiah 53:1-3. Encourage the group to 

develop a mental picture of the person 
being described. 

DISCUSS: Emphasize the rhetorical nature 
of verse 1. Invite the group to discuss how 
God’s people had demonstrated hardness  
of heart in the past. Then discuss how 
God’s people continued to demonstrate 
these attitudes during Jesus’ time on  
earth. Utilize information in the PSG under 
Verse 1 (p. 102) to supplement discussion. 

ASK: What kind of person did you picture 
as these verses were read? State that God 
often uses weak people to accomplish 
His purposes. In the case of the Servant, 
God used what looked like weakness to 
manifest His strength. 

STUDY: Guide the group to understand 
how verses 1-3 pointed to Jesus. Direct 
them to Pack Item 13 (Handout: Isaiah 
53 in the New Testament). Note that this 
handout shows where New Testament 
authors quoted Isaiah 53. Guide them in 
locating and reading the sections that refer 
to Isaiah 53. Then direct the group to find 
the row on Pack Item 9 (Handout: Isaiah’s 
Messianic Prophecies) labeled “Isaiah 52:13–
53:12,” referencing Jesus being rejected by 
His people. Assign volunteers to read the 
corresponding verses in Matthew under 
“New Testament Affirmation.”

ASK: Why was it essential for Isaiah to 
introduce the Servant in these terms? 
How does this introduction point to our 
need for a Savior? 

READ: As you read aloud Isaiah 53:4-6,  
place emphasis on the collective pronouns 
(i.e., we, us, our). Encourage group members 
to think of themselves as part of this group. 

PROBE: On a board, write “Substitute,” and 
then under that write “The Servant” on 
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one side and “Us” on the other. Provide a 
brief definition of substitutionary atonement. 
Then guide the group in using verses 4-6 to 
list on the board in the appropriate column 
things that the Servant receives and what 
we receive. Ask: Based on these verses, 
what does humanity deserve? Direct the 
group to the comments in the PSG under 
Verse 6 (p. 105) for clarification. 

DISCUSS: Why might people be reluctant 
to accept that they deserve this 
punishment? From the PSG (p. 105): What 
single phrase stands out to you the most in 
verses 4-6? Explain.

HIGHLIGHT: Stress the Key Doctrine 
(God the Son) on page 104 of the PSG: 
Jesus honored the divine law by His personal 
obedience, and in His substitutionary death on 
the cross He made provision for the redemption 
of men from sin (1 Pet. 2:21-25).

CROSS-REFERENCE: Repeat the exercise 
from the previous section, this time 
utilizing the row labeled “Isaiah 53:4-5,” 
when Jesus suffered vicariously, listed on 
Pack Item 9 (Handout: Isaiah’s Messianic 
Prophecies). Next, invite the group to locate 
and read the passages on Pack Item 13 
(Handout: Isaiah 53 in the New Testament) 
that correspond to Isaiah 53:4-5. Encourage 
volunteers to share how this impacts their 
understanding of Isaiah 53:4-6.

READ: Call on someone to read aloud 
Isaiah 53:7-9, directing the group to pay 
attention to the Servant’s attitude. 

ASK: How would you describe the Servant’s 
attitude? What motivated this attitude? 

ANALYZE: Refer back to Pack Item 9 
(Handout: Isaiah’s Messianic Prophecies). 
Focus on the row labeled “Isaiah 53:7,” 
when Jesus was silent when accused. 
Then call on a volunteer to read Acts 
8:32-35. Ask: Why was Isaiah 53:7-8 a 
good starting point for Philip to share the 
good news? Ask from the PSG (p. 106): 

How does the willingness of the Servant 
demonstrate His love for people? How does 
it demonstrate His love for the Father?

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud 
Isaiah 53:10-12, calling on the group to 
observe God’s role. 

ASK: How does the cost paid by Jesus to 
secure salvation for all who place faith in 
Him support the idea that there is no other 
way to the Father? (PSG, p. 107)

CLARIFY: Use the comments in the PSG 
under Verses 10-11 (p. 107) to clarify the 
meaning of these verses. Explain why the 
Servant was the only acceptable sacrifice. 
Highlight the future promises Isaiah 
spoke for the Servant and the Servant’s 
spiritual children. 

ASK: How does what the Servant did for 
you strengthen your love and commitment 
to Him? (PSG, p. 107) How has today’s 
discussion changed your answer to the 
question on page 108 of the PSG?

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE

REVIEW: Call attention to the summary 
statements under Apply the Text (PSG, 
p. 108). Invite the group to give examples 
of how each of these statements is seen 
in Jesus Christ. This can include items 
already covered or new ideas. Guide group 
members in locating Scripture references 
for each idea using Pack Item 9 (Handout: 
Isaiah’s Messianic Prophecies), Pack Item 13 
(Handout: Isaiah 53 in the New Testament), 
smartphones, or a Bible concordance. 

RESPOND: Prior to group time, select a 
question set under Apply the Text (PSG, 
p. 108). Lead the group to respond to the 
selected questions. 

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, praising God for His justice 
and mercy. 
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  
on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Secure a copy of the hymn “‘Man of 
Sorrows,’ What a Name,” by Philip P. 
Bliss. Utilize this song as you spend time 
in prayer, worshiping and praising Jesus 
Christ for offering Himself as a willing 
sacrifice on the cross. 

VISUAL 

Gather images of famous paintings  

of Jesus and His crucifixion. 

Display several images around the room of 
paintings of Jesus and of His crucifixion. 
Direct the group to walk around the room 
to look at the images and consider how 
these reflect the Servant described in Isaiah 
53 or how they differ from the description 
of the Servant. Invite the group to share 
their thoughts and feelings about the 
paintings. 

PRESENTATION

Pre-enlist a volunteer to create a 
presentation based on the Bible Skill (PSG, 
p. 105) on substitutionary atonement. 
Invite the volunteer to present the 
information in lieu of your description of 
this terminology as you study verses 4-6.

ART 

Gather paper and colored pencils.

Encourage the group to choose one 
image from Isaiah 53 and draw their 
interpretation, writing the verse on the 
page as well. Consider playing worship 
music quietly during this time. Invite 
volunteers to share their creations.

LOGICAL 

Prepare copies of Isaiah 53, double-spaced 
with room for notes, pencils, and Bible 
study tools (such as a concordance).

Guide the group in making notes within 
the text about specific connections to 
Jesus as you study Isaiah 53. Provide Bible 
handbooks, Bible dictionaries, and Bible 
concordances for reference. Use this as an 
opportunity to demonstrate Bible study 
tools that the group can use as they study 
the Old Testament on their own.

REFLECTIVE 

Gather notebook paper and pencils. 

Invite the group to write a journal entry 
from the perspective of the Servant in 
Isaiah 53. Encourage creative freedom in 
how the group interprets the assignment. 
For instance, the entry could be solely from 
a human perspective as a suffering servant, 
or it could be from the perspective of Jesus 
as the true Servant. The entry could be 
written to God. 

CASE STUDY 

In advance, prepare a case study of a 
non-believer who is upset at the idea of 
a wrathful God. Write out arguments, 
doubts, and criticisms this person might 
have about the sacrificial system and about 
a loving Father who would willingly allow 
His Son to be punished. Divide the group 
into teams of two or three to discuss how 
they could respond to these criticisms. Call 
for volunteers to share summaries with the 
whole group.
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S E S S I O N  1 2

God Expects
The one true God is just; He expects His people to demonstrate their  

faith through right living.

ISAIAH 58:1-12
MEMORY VERSE: ISAIAH 58:11

STUDY Isaiah 58:1-12, paying attention to what 

God expects of His people. Use Explore the Text 

on pages 125–129 to gain insight into how Isaiah 

defined true worship and hypocritical worship. 

Reflect on how we are called to respond to 

God’s gift of peace.

CREATE a teaching plan for your group using 

the ideas on pages 130–132. Focus on helping 

the group understand God’s expectations for 

His people. Consider ways to incorporate the 

Music Idea (p. 132) in the group time. 

GATHER the following items: 

   Personal Study Guides (PSGs)

   Study Bibles or copies of lists of cross-

references for the Bible Skill activity

Prepare to display: 

   PACK ITEM 2 (Outline of Isaiah) 

Make copies of: 

   PACK ITEM 8 (Handout: Memory Verses Bookmark) 

CONSULT QuickSource for additional questions 

to use during the group time and review the 

Explore the Bible Adult Commentary for additional 

biblical insights (available for purchase from 

LifeWay.com).

REINFORCE the session by inviting leaders 

in the group to plan a service project that the 

group can complete together. Consider Matthew 

25:35-40 as you select a project. Encourage 

volunteers to take responsibility for organizing 

the project. 
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FIRST THOUGHTS
We laugh when a friend tells us to drive at the speed limit when we know he 
rarely does. We may give a puzzled look when a sister who rarely helps clean up 
after a meal directs others to do so. We might even be angered if our neighbor 
tells us how to mow our grass yet his yard is the least kept on the block. We 
know hypocrisy when we see it. Yet being hypocritical is one thing humans 
have in common, one way or another. The prophet Isaiah revealed God is 
always consistent and does not put up with spiritual hypocrisy in His people. 

(In PSG, p . 109) Why are people so upset with the hypocrisies of others and 

yet so seemingly blind to their own hypocrisies?

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 58:1–60:22

In chapters 58–60, Isaiah seems to once again address his original audience—
Israel before the exile. Chapter 58 focuses on why the heart attitude of the 
people was so important. Chapter 59 relates the effects of their sin on their 
relationship with God. Justice was lacking and bloodshed was prevalent 
(Isa. 59:3-4). The people of God were trusting in empty and worthless words. 
It is perhaps telling that the word translated as “empty” (tohu) in 59:4 is the 
same word used to describe the chaotic state of creation (Gen. 1:2) before God 
began to put it in order. Thus, the people were undoing the intended order of 
things by their words and actions. Everything was twisted (59:14-15). 

Thankfully, this state was not final. God would put on His armor, showing 
that He is a warrior, and would set things right. He would conquer His 
enemies and redeem those who repent of their sins (59:17-20). It is likely that 
this image of God as warrior, along with others from the Book of Isaiah (see 
11:5; 49:2; and 52:7) was the inspiration for Paul’s description of the armor of 
God in Ephesians 6:14-17. Redemption would come in the form of a covenant 
(59:21). This covenant would be carried on through each generation, thereby 
making it eternally effective. This new and eternal covenant is similar to the 
one described In Jeremiah 31:31-34, a passage that Paul quoted in Romans 
11:26-27 to describe God’s plans for the Jewish people.

In chapter 60, Isaiah described the results of God’s redeeming work. 
Zion (likely a metaphor for God’s people) would be elevated in status and 
this would impact the nations. While Israel should have been a light to the 
nations, they repeatedly failed to accomplish this. (See Isa 42:6; 49:6; 52:10.) 
In this passage, we see God accomplishing His plan through Israel (60:3). 
The nations would see Israel as God’s people and therefore have a chance 

KEY DOCTRINE

Christian and  
Social Order

We should work to provide for the 
orphaned, the needy, the abused, 
the aged, the helpless, and the 
sick (Matt. 25:35-40).

BIBLE SKILL

Examine cross references.

Use a study Bible to identify 
cross references listed for Isaiah 
58:6-7. Read the passages listed, 
making notes about what you 
discover. How do the passages 
you read connect to Isaiah 
58:6-7? How do these passages 
help you better understand what 
Isaiah was proclaiming? 
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to repent and worship Him. One day all eyes will see the true God through 
His work with His people. But before such a reality could be realized, His 
people needed to address the hardness of their hearts toward their God.

EXPLORE THE TEXT

TRUE STATE (ISA . 58:1-5)

Verses 1-2 
The first few verses of chapter 58 can appear a bit confusing at first. In 
verse 1, Israel was called out for its sin, but then verse 2 appears to describe 
the people in a positive light. So, which is it? Verse 1 sets the tone we should 
follow. God instructed Isaiah to cry out loudly so that his voice was like a 
trumpet. The word for trumpet is shofar, and was an instrument formed 
from a ram’s horn. It had a very distinctive sound and would often be 
used to call people to attention or to warn of danger. Both elements are 
included here. The people would not be able to pretend they did not hear 
the condemning message of the Lord. Indeed, Isaiah addressed the whole 
house of Jacob, which was Isaiah’s way of saying that the message applied 
to all the Israelites—both the Northern and Southern Kingdoms of Israel 
and Judah. God was chastising all His people. 

When we get to verse 2, the described behavior seems very positive. 
How could seeking God continually and delighting to know His ways be 
wrong? Part of the confusion comes from the tone, which is easy to miss. 
There is a strongly sarcastic nature to these words. A more literal translation 
of the Hebrew phrasing can aid in understanding the intended tone: “Yet me 
they seek day after day!” The yet relays the contrast with verse 1. The idea 
is two-fold here. On the one hand, the people did seek God day after day 
and expected this to be a positive thing in the same way we would. On the 
other hand, God was implying that it was not. The people seemed to delight 
to know God’s ways but were missing the mark. The next phrase confirms 
this interpretation. The people were like a nation that does what is right. 
That Israel was like a nation implies that, in reality, they were not this kind 
of nation. Thus, they did not do what was right, and they did abandon the 
justice of their God. The people thought they were acting in a way that 
typified what God wanted, but their actions revealed a different picture 
about their heart condition. They claimed to delight in the nearness of God 
and requested His righteous judgments, but their reasons for desiring these 
things were all wrong. 

Verses 3-5
Verse 3 relates the people’s response. It reveals exactly where the people went 
wrong. They stated that even though they had fasted, God had not seen their 
self-sacrifice. They denied themselves, but God did not notice. In other words, 
the people were doing those things not because they were right or godly but 
in order for God to notice and respond. In fact, they felt that God owed them 

VERSES 1-2

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. 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.”
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something in return. This idea was rooted in the pagan beliefs of the 
surrounding peoples at the time. In pagan religions, religious actions were 
thought to produce a favorable response from the god in question. If the god 
did not respond as desired, it meant the ritual was being performed 
incorrectly. Of course, the God of Israel has never operated this way and had 
warned Israel of this. (See Deut. 12.) The point of fasting and acts of 
repentance is to admit that God is righteous and to draw closer to Him 
through seeking forgiveness. Self-denial should lead to greater dependence 
on God rather than a demand that God perform something in return. 

God pointed to the startling disconnect between the people’s fasting and 
their actions, particularly toward others. The people were said to oppress 
all of their workers and do as they please. In other words, their self-denial 
was extremely limited. Their behavior toward others did not reflect any 
repentance of the heart or awareness that there was a connection between 
fasting and behavior in general, or between seeking God and the way they 
treated others. While they were fasting, they would strike viciously and were 
involved in contention and strife. Clearly, the Israelites of Isaiah’s audience 
saw no connection between ritual trappings and everyday behavior. They 
assumed that God wanted His due and would give good things in return, 
regardless of how they acted or treated each other. The idea that God wanted 
the people to reflect His own character and to desire fellowship with Him 
above all else was foreign to them. They viewed fasting as a sort of magic 
ritual that would make God perform what they wanted. 

They wanted something from God but not God Himself.

Verse 5 relays God’s response to this: Will you call this a fast and a day 
acceptable to the Lord? The implied answer to God’s question is that the 
Israelites were about as far as they could be from a correct understanding of 
fasting. They were only seeking to have their own selfish desires met. Their 
treatment of others showed the true status of their hearts. They wanted 
something from God but not God Himself. 

Have you ever tried to bargain with God by offering to do something in 

exchange for Him rescuing you from a difficult situation? How do the above 

verses challenge the idea of bargaining with God? What is the difference 

between bargaining and requesting God’s help?

TRUE WORSHIP (ISA . 58:6-10)

Verses 6-7
God explains the type of fast He wanted. The description is surprising, 
though, as it seems to have very little to do with fasting. The description is 
of behavior that was the opposite of how the people were living. Instead of 

VERSES 3-5

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. 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. 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 Lor?
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oppressing the lower classes and workers, God wanted four actions from the 
people. First, He wanted them to break the chains of wickedness. The idea 
here is the removal of oppressive behavior. The people fasting could not 
continue to oppress their workers (see v. 3) while they fasted. Second, the 
Israelites must untie the ropes of the yoke. Given the context, yoke likely 
refers to any condition that keeps people in an oppressive situation. The less 
fortunate needed to be treated like equals. Third, those who were fasting 
had to set the oppressed free. This makes it clear that the oppressed were in 
that position because of the ones performing the fasts. The Israelites who 
wanted God to hear their petitions must hear the petitions of the ones they 
were oppressing. Finally, the people must tear off every yoke. The repeated 
use of the word yoke signals that this idea is an obvious parallel to the second 
action (untie the ropes of the yoke) but goes further. This phrase escalates the 
language from simply letting someone loose from a bad situation to actively 
removing the elements that hold people in a persecuted situation. Taken 
together, these four actions build on one another by becoming more and 
more specific and passionate with each command. 

God clarified the purpose of fasting in verse 7. The Israelites should 
share their bread with the hungry. Instead of denying themselves food, 
God preferred that His people make sure others have enough to eat. If the 
people were going to deprive themselves, then they should do so in order to 
make sure others had enough. This would reflect God’s nature.  

Additionally, the people were told to bring the poor and homeless into 
your house. This statement was meant to encourage the people to make sure 
the poor and needy had their basic needs met, including shelter. Isaiah’s 
words here are not new. God commanded His people to care for the poor 
in Deuteronomy 15:4,7, and 11. In this passage from Deuteronomy, God 
explained the ideal is that there would be no poor among the Israelites. If 
the people would care for one another in the way they should, no one would 
lack. God went on to explain how to handle the presence of the poor in the 
land and then stated that there would always be poor in the land. In other 
words, the problem of poverty was a product of the hardheartedness of the 
people. This is why Jesus cited Deuteronomy 15:11 in Matthew 25:35-36 
when there was an objection to the extravagant use of anointing oil instead 
of using it to help the poor. The poor would exist as long as there was a 
heart problem, and Jesus was the answer to fixing that sin issue. 

The phrase your own flesh and blood is likely a reference to Israelites in 
general. When we remember the larger context of Isaiah and the chapters 
immediately following this one, however, we realize that the long-term 
goal was to include all the nations of the world. God wants everyone to be 
saved. One day the nations would stream to God because of the example of 
a transformed Israel (chaps. 59–60). 

Verses 8-10
God forecasted the magnificent transformation that would mark Israel if 
they would change their ways. If the people focused on God by helping 
others and demonstrating His character in their lives, then the blessings 
they sought would come to them. Mirroring the four actions of the previous 

VERSES 6-7

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? 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?

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read “The 
Jewish Tradition of Fasting,” an 
archived Biblical Illustrator article 
provided via digital download in 
the Fall 2020 Explore the Bible 
Leader Pack. 
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verses, Isaiah now related four changes that would mark the Israelites if 
they turned from oppressing others. First, their light would appear like the 
dawn. Isaiah used this metaphor of light before, and it heralded clear vision 
on the part of the people. They could not see what God truly wanted and 
therefore walked in darkness (9:2). When they changed their ways, however, 
they would see the proper path with clarity. The idea of light also goes back 
to God’s ordering of creation and reflects His pure character. Light, then, is 
representative of God’s presence, which comes when He and His people are 
in a harmonious relationship. 

Second, the recovery or healing of the people would take place. 
The festering wounds of sin that refused to heal would finally heal in a 
permanent way (1:6). These open wounds made the people unclean, and 
therefore kept them from God’s presence. Once their heart condition 
changed, that barrier would be gone. 

Third, righteousness would go before the people. It is unclear whether 
your righteousness refers to God or to the people here, but this is not a major 
issue. After all, any righteousness the people had came from association 
with God, and this connection is what Isaiah was indicating with all four 
elements. The key is that a relationship with God would be restored. 

This idea is confirmed with a fourth change, namely that the Lord’s 
glory would be their rear guard. Rear guard was a military term for a group 
of soldiers that stood guard behind the army, protecting it from enemy 
attack. In this metaphor, then, God’s own glory and presence served to 
protect and hem in His people. God’s presence would protect the people 
from behind and would be before them as well. One cannot help but think 
that the metaphor here reflects the pillar of cloud and fire from the Exodus 
story, which both led and protected the Israelites. As Isaiah predicted, the 
people would go into exile, but God would be with them to lead them back 
home, just as He did when He brought the people out of Egypt.

When these changes took place in the hearts and attitudes of the 
people, the Lord would answer them when they call. In verse 1, the people 
complained that God did not respond when they fasted. Here, we see that 
when the heart issue was cured, God would respond to their prayers and 
petitions. The people would no longer seek God out of selfish reasons but 
rather because they genuinely wanted to fellowship with Him and trust Him 
to deliver them. After restating the need to get rid of the sinful tendencies 
such as finger-pointing and malicious speaking, then reminding the people 
to care for the less fortunate, Isaiah reaffirmed that God’s light would shine 
through the people like the noonday sun. Brighter than the dawning light 
of verse 8, this light would permeate and transform all of Israelite society. 
Instead of showing devotion to God by starving themselves for a time, 
the people would demonstrate their love for God by alleviating hunger 
in others. Ultimately, Jesus would be this transforming light (John 1:5; 
1 John 1:5), and through His followers the poor and destitute would receive 
care (Acts 4:32-35).

VERSES 8-10

8 Then your light will 

appear like the dawn, 

and your recovery will 

come quickly. Your 

righteousness will go 

before you, and the 

Lor’s glory will be your 

rear guard. 9 At that 

time, when you call, the 

Lor 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, 
10 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.
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Have you ever felt convicted to help the poor or needy? Did this conviction 

represent a struggle for you? How should the Christian seek to have a heart 

for God by helping others? 

TRUE SATISFACTION (ISA . 58:11-12)

Verses 11-12
While punishment in the form of exile and destruction would come, this 
would not be the end. Instead, Isaiah spoke of the guidance of the Lord. In 
the future, God would always lead His people. They would not need to worry 
about separation from God again. He would transform a parched land into 
a watered garden. The image here applies to the people themselves, as well 
as being a reflection of the covenant promises of giving a fruitful land to 
Abraham. The idea is twofold. First, instead of being spiritually dead, God’s 
people would be alive and fruitful. Second, God would restore that which 
was lost long ago in the garden of Eden. Adam and Eve were cut off from 
access to God when they were cast out of the garden. Giving the promised 
land to the descendants of Abraham was a step toward the restoration of 
what was lost in the garden. In the Isaiah passage, we see that God would 
restore the garden and the promised land in the sense that He would provide 
for the needs of the people and be in unfettered fellowship with them. The 
people, in turn, would provide the fruits of this restoration to the nations. 
This access to God would be everlasting, like water from a spring that never 
runs dry. 

Finally, God promised His followers that a remnant would be part of 
the process of restoration. The destruction that resulted from the sin of 
the people would be undone by the faithfulness of the ones God saves. 
The foundations of God’s promises would remain, and it was on these 
foundations, whether they be the foundations of the temple in Jerusalem 
or the more metaphorical foundations of the promises of God, that God 
would restore His people. Amazingly, God would work with and through His 
people to restore what they destroyed. The grace of God knows no bounds. 

How do these verses help you understand your role in the work of 

God’s kingdom? How can you actively build on the foundations God has 

laid starting with the garden of Eden and moving throughout the story 

of Scripture? 

VERSES 11-12

11 The Lor 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. 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.
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION

BEGIN: On a board, write “All people are 
hypocrites. Agree or disagree?” As the 
group arrives, encourage them to read the 
introductory paragraph found on page 
109 of the PSG and consider the question 
included under that paragraph. 

DISCUSS: Once most of the group has 
arrived, direct attention to what you wrote 
on the board. Challenge the group to 
discuss and provide reasons or examples. 

TRANSITION: Encourage the group 
to highlight the last sentence in the 
introduction paragraph (PSG, p. 109): 
The prophet Isaiah revealed God is always 
consistent and does not put up with spiritual 
hypocrisy in His people. Explain: Whether or 
not we categorize all humans as hypocrites, 
we can agree that we all fall short of God’s 
expectations. In this session we will see how 
God graciously revealed His expectations to 
His people, letting them know when they were 
falling short. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT 

INTRODUCE: Call attention to the outline 
on page 9 of the PSG. You may also refer 
to Pack Item 2 (Outline of Isaiah). Point 
to the eighth and ninth sections. Explain 
that section eight revealed how God 
planned to bring peace to His people. Note 
that this session transitions into section 
nine, which explained what God expects 
from those living under His peace. Invite 
the group to highlight the summary 
statement for this session found in the 
PSG (p. 109): The one true God is just; He 
expects His people to demonstrate their faith 
through right living.

READ: Call on someone to read aloud 
Isaiah 58:1-5, as the group listens for 
indicators of the people’s hypocrisy. 

ANALYZE: Invite volunteers to note which 
verses indicate the people’s religious 
behaviors had selfish motives. Direct the 
group to the comments under Verses 
3-4 in the PSG (pp. 112–113) for further 
analysis. Explain: Fasting was meant to 
symbolize humility and dependence on God, 
but the people’s hearts didn’t correspond to the 
ritual actions. 

PROBE: Could someone be worshiping 
hypocritically and not realize it? Guide the 
group to consider the relationship between 
heart condition, ritual actions, and works 
or deeds. Supplement discussion with 
reading James 2:14-26.

ASK: Why was it important for Isaiah to 
define reality? What were the dangers of 
failing to give them an accurate picture 
of what was happening? Guide the group 
in understanding the consequences of 
hypocritical worship. Then ask: Why are 
insincere acts of worship offensive to 
God? How does ritual worship apart from 
obedience leave worshipers empty and 
disillusioned? (PSG, p. 113)

READ: Invite a volunteer to read 
Isaiah 58:6-10, directing the group 
to pay attention to how Isaiah defines 
true worship. 

CROSS-REFERENCE: Guide the group in 
completing the Bible Skill (PSG, p. 115) 
to better understand what God expected 
of His people. Divide the group into 
teams with one team researching Old 
Testament references and the other team 
studying New Testament references. 
Invite a representative from each team to 
summarize their conclusions. Emphasize 
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that commands to serve others are seen 
throughout God’s Word.

CONSIDER: Read aloud Matthew 22:36-40.  
Inquire: Can we love God without 
loving others, and can we love others 
without loving God? Lead the group in 
understanding how a right relationship 
with God necessitates that we love others 
but also that the starting point of truly 
loving others is having a real relationship 
with God. 

EXAMINE: Direct attention to verses 8-10. 
Encourage the group to examine whether 
these verses lay out a promise of reward for 
right living or describe the direct results of 
right living. Consider the possibility that 
the verses describe both. Focus on the use 
of “light” in these verses, pointing to both 
God’s presence as light and the believer’s 
witness as light. 

CONSIDER: Isaiah described true fasting 
as caring for others. Does God still care 
about physical fasting and other rituals? 
What about baptism and the Lord’s 
supper? Reiterate the importance of the 
heart attitude behind the actions. Call for 
volunteers to share their own experiences 
with fasting or other rituals. 

ASK: How has your response to the first 
question on page 116 of the PSG changed 
as a result of today’s discussion? 

READ: Direct a volunteer to read aloud 
Isaiah 58:11-12, encouraging the group 
to consider how the imagery would have 
resonated with people who were living in a 
desert environment. 

STUDY: Call on the group to silently read 
the paragraphs under Verses 11-12 in the 
PSG (p. 116). 

CHALLENGE: Point out that verse 11 is 
the memory verse for the week. Guide the 
group to locate this verse on Pack Item 8  
(Handout: Memory Verses Bookmark). 
Encourage them to memorize verse 11 
this week. 

ASK: How do these verses demonstrate how 
God can change a life or situation in ruin 
into something beautiful? (PSG, p. 116)

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE

REVIEW: Call attention to the summary 
statements under Apply the Text (PSG,  
p. 117). Invite group members to spend 
time in silent prayer, asking God to reveal 
any areas of hypocrisy or disobedience 
in their lives related to these statements. 
Challenge them to consider one step 
they can take toward rectifying any 
disobedience this week. Encourage them 
to make notes in the margin of their PSGs, 
assuring them they will not be asked 
to share. 

RESPOND: Lead a discussion of the first 
question set under Apply the Text on 
page 117 of the PSG: As a group, identify 
needs in your community. Which need can 
your group meet? Record the next action 
steps required for your group to meet 
that identified need. You may choose to 
lead them to respond silently, challenging 
them to revisit this section later in the 
day or week. 

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, praising God for His justice and 
mercy. Ask for open hearts to listen when 
He convicts of sin and hypocrisy. 
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  
on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Secure a copy of “Brokenness Aside,” by 
All Sons & Daughters. Use the song to 
highlight God’s ability to restore us even 
when we fall short of His expectations. 

DRAMA

Pre-enlist several volunteers to give a 
dramatic reading of Isaiah 58:3-12, with 
two or more volunteers representing 
the people speaking in verse 3 and one 
volunteer representing God. Encourage 
the volunteers representing the people to 
act out their reactions as the other person 
reads God’s response. 

OBJECT LESSON 

Gather flashlights.

Pre-enlist several volunteers to bring 
flashlights. Turn off the lights in the room 
before reading Isaiah 58:6-10. Instruct 
volunteers ahead of time to keep the 
flashlights off as you use your flashlight 
to read verses 6-10. Direct half of the 
volunteers to turn on their lights when you 
read verse 8 and keep them on, and direct 
the other half to turn on their lights when 
you read verse 10b. Encourage members 
to discuss the significance of “light” as a 
common metaphor in the Bible.  

WORD STUDY 

Gather paper, pencils, concordances and 
study Bibles.

Direct attention to the use of the word 
“light” in Isaiah 58:8-10. Guide the group to 
use concordances to locate similar uses of 
the word throughout the Bible. Lead them 
to understand ways that God is a light to us 
and how we’re called to be a light to others. 

BRAINSTORM

Direct attention to the names given to the 
people in Isaiah 58:12: “repairer of broken 
walls,” “restorer of streets where people 
live.” Lead the group to discuss where your 
city needs repair and restoration. Call on 
someone to write ideas on a board as the 
group discusses opportunities to serve as 
repairers and restorers in your city. Invite 
volunteers to research several of these ideas 
and present a few specific opportunities to 
your group the next time you meet.   

PRESENTATION

Pre-enlist a volunteer to give a presentation 
on the term “rear guard.” Encourage 
them to use a study Bible and Biblical 
Illustrator articles to better understand this 
military term and how it was utilized in 
Scripture. Encourage group discussion of 
the importance of a rear guard in military 
situations. Consider how this metaphor 
applies to the believer’s life in living out 
God’s call to right living.

CASE STUDY

Direct individuals to write on a piece of 
paper one example of a believer acting 
hypocritically. Guide them to pass their 
example two people to the right. Encourage 
the group to consider how to discern when 
it’s good to speak to someone about their 
hypocrisy. Direct the group to discuss 
how they could lovingly speak to this 
person in order to help them recognize and 
overcome this sin.
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God Restores
The one true God promises to restore His creation for His people through faith in His Son. 

ISAIAH 65:17-25
MEMORY VERSE: ISAIAH 65:17

STUDY Isaiah 65:17-25, noting how the restored 

creation will be similar to and different from 

the current creation. Use Explore the Text 

on pages 135–139 to gain insight into how an 

understanding of future hope impacts our 

present life. Reflect on how Jesus’ death and 

resurrection are vital to a restored creation. 

CREATE a teaching plan for your group using 

the ideas on pages 140–142. Focus on helping 

the group understand the impact that a future 

restored creation has on their daily living. 

Consider using a teaching approach you have 

yet to use this quarter as you wrap up this study 

of Isaiah. (See p. 142 for ideas.) 

GATHER the following items: 

   Personal Study Guides (PSGs)

  Paper and pencils

Prepare to display: 

   PACK ITEM 3 (Poster: Themes of Isaiah) 

Make copies of: 

   PACK ITEM 9 (Handout: Isaiah’s Messianic 

Prophecies)

CONSULT the weekly Explore the Bible adult 

podcast to gain insights on the go about this 

week’s study on Ministry Grid, Apple Podcasts, 

Stitcher, Spotify, LifeWay’s Digital Pass, or at 

goExploreTheBible.com/adults-training.

REINFORCE the session by scheduling a 

Christmas gathering to celebrate the birth of 

Jesus and the impact His life and death made 

on the past, present, and future. Consider 

enlisting volunteers to create decorations using 

Joy, Prosperity, and Peace as a theme for your 

gathering. Remind the group of the messianic 

prophecies, and invite them to look at these 

in December when the group will study the 

Gospel of Luke. 
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Life’s challenges can cause us to lose hope. If we are not careful, we can 
begin to believe all is lost and our best days are behind us. When that 
happens, the present becomes darker and we lose sight of the lessons we 
can learn. The Bible teaches that the future should impact how believers 
live in the present. Isaiah revealed to his audience glimpses of what God 
would do in the future so that they might be encouraged to be faithful as 
they wait on Him. Hope in the future gives strength in the present.

(In PSG, p . 118) How does having hope for a greater future give people 

strength in the present?

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ISAIAH 61:1–66:24

In the last section of Isaiah we see some of the same themes presented earlier 
in the book. However, as they are restated here one last time, we see a final 
development that points to the ultimate judgment, rescue, and renewal of 
a fallen world. Isaiah showed his original audience the end point of God’s 
plan for history. As modern readers, it’s worth noting that it began with the 
coming of Jesus but elements of it remain to be fulfilled at His second coming. 

It is fitting that the final section of Isaiah starts with two verses that Jesus 
read in the synagogue and applied to Himself (Isa. 61:1-2). In Luke 4:16-21, 
Jesus went to a synagogue, read these words to the congregation, and 
proclaimed that they applied to Him as the Messiah or Servant of the Lord. 
When Jesus cited these verses, He was using a common method of referring 
to a whole passage by citing just a small section. He was referring to the fuller 
surrounding context of the first verses of Isaiah 61 in addition to the two 
verses He read, something that would have been clear to His audience. 

As a whole, Isaiah chapter 61 focuses on the Servant’s ministry to 
the poor. This ministry was grounded in God’s concern for the poor. The 
chapter also targets the work of salvation, restoration, and the inclusion 
of foreigners among God’s people. Of course, Jesus began this work, and 
it progresses to this day through the hands of His people. It will reach its 
culmination upon Jesus’ return. 

In chapter 62, Jerusalem (which is also referred to as Zion) becomes 
the focus and serves as a representation of Israel. Isaiah used the analogy 
of marriage to show that the covenants between God and His people and 
the story of the Bible as a whole are fundamentally about relationship. God 
loves His people as a groom loves his bride, and God’s desire was that the 

KEY DOCTRINE

Last Things

God, in His own time and in His 
own way, will bring the world to 
its appropriate end (2 Pet. 3:7-18).

BIBLE SKILL

Use a Bible dictionary.

The Hebrew concept of shalom, 
often translated “peace,” occurs 
in Isaiah 66:12 and pervades this 
week’s study passage (65:17-25). 
Read the article on “peace” in a 
Bible dictionary. Read some of the 
Bible passages included in the 
article, recording insights gained 
from those passages. How does 
the description of the new heaven 
and new earth point to peace 
between God and humanity? How 
is peace with God different from 
peace with a nation or group 
of people? 
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people would love Him back. Thus, Isaiah described God as rejoicing like 
a bridegroom. God would redeem and restore Zion, the bride. It’s worth 
noting that this redemption was not just an escape from judgment. As 
modern believers, we too often think of salvation in terms of escaping hell or 
punishment. It is much more. Redemption is the restoration of relationship. 

Chapters 63–64 deal with God’s judgment on the nations. Peace cannot 
be achieved while sin is left unaddressed. We see this pattern throughout 
Scripture: judgment and justice must take place first, then the way is made 
clear for peace and restoration. Thus, even as God used the Israelites to 
punish the Canaanites so that His people could inherit the promised land, 
so too must He judge the nations oppressing Israel if His people were to 
have peace. While Israel was stubborn, God’s loving faithfulness is even 
more so. Judgment would lead to peace. This is why Isaiah longed to see 
God’s power fully unleashed so that this peace could be achieved (64:1-2). 

The theme of judgment on Israel for her rebelliousness continues into 
the first 16 verses of chapter 65. Yet there is a note of hope in this section. 
God sees His servants, Isaiah said. God would see those who were faithful 
to Him and provide for them. Even though the faithful would have to go 
through the judgment with the rest of the nation, there would come a time 
in which all the troubles of the past would be forgotten. 

In the last chapter of Isaiah, the prophet presented Jerusalem as a city 
that had been judged and restored. He used several analogies to describe 
the restored city, including the intimate relationship between mother and 
newborn child. The interaction between God and the city in these analogies 
is beautiful and touching. Paralleling the judgment and redemption of the 
city is the prophet’s depiction of God’s wrath and glory at the end of the 
chapter. The Book of Isaiah concludes in the same way it began. The focus is 
on God and the relationship His people have with Him. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

A PLACE OF JOY (ISA . 65:17-20)

Verse 17
The section starts with the word for, connecting it to the preceding material. 
In fact, 65:17-20 is a response to the whole of chapters 56–66 of Isaiah. The 
creation of a new heaven and a new earth will provide a solution to the 
ongoing problems of the existing order of things. The One who made the 
original creation naturally has the power to make a new creation or remake 
the old one as He sees fit. The fundamental problem with the existing order 
of creation, of course, is sin and its effects. Sin, death, destruction, and 
failure are all parts of the fallen world. Indeed, throughout the grand story 
of Scripture and within the Book of Isaiah itself we see the pattern of sin, 
disobedience, and separation from God as standard fare.

God created everything good (Gen. 1–2), but the serpent’s temptation led 
Adam and Eve to reject God (Gen. 3; Isa. 1:2). In the midst of the fallen creation 

BIBLICAL ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read  
“A New Heaven and a New 
Earth,” available digitally in 
the Fall 2020 issue of Biblical 
Illustrator for Explore the Bible at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator.

VERSE 17

17 “For I will create a new 

heaven and a new earth; 

the past events will not 

be remembered or come 

to mind.
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were glimmers of hope that things would not always remain broken. The first 
hopeful note is present in Genesis 3:15, which points to a future descendant 
crushing the serpent. Here in Isaiah we see another promise of future hope. 
God would make new heavens and a new earth—a promise to remove the 
problems that came from the fall and to start afresh. What a powerful message 
of hope! The New Testament picks up on this promise and declares it fulfilled 
(at least partially) in Jesus (2 Cor. 5:17). Some of the promised new creation 
will come at the second advent of Jesus. (See 2 Pet. 3:13; Rev. 21:1.) The fact 
that past events will not be remembered illustrates the main point of the 
new creation: everything that caused pain and suffering will be gone.  

Verses 18-19
As a result, the people would be glad and rejoice. Isaiah’s audience at the 
time and those who would be in exile later could have joy in knowing that 
their present state was not the end. Like a child who anticipates Christmas, 
the people could be eager with anticipation about what God will one day 
accomplish. Because God’s word is beyond question, the people were 
commanded to rejoice even before it happened. 

This commandment to rejoice certainly carries forward to the 
contemporary believer. After all, we have seen the partial fulfillment of this 
promise already and should eagerly anticipate the final fulfillment when all 
creation is made new. The Hebrew verbs translated as “glad” and “rejoice” 
occur three times in verses 18-19. In the Hebrew language, a repetition of 
three is equivalent to saying something is at its absolute best. The command 
to rejoice cannot be more emphatic. Furthermore, this rejoicing will go on 
forever. The failure in the garden of Eden will not happen again. The broken 
creation will be restored once and for all. 

God did not only command the people to rejoice; He told them to embody 
joy. He stated that Jerusalem will be a joy and its people will be a delight. 
In the past, Isaiah noted, the people were to be a light to the nations and 
draw those nations to them, but they had failed (42:5-9). The description of 
the people and their dwelling place as a source of joy, however, illustrates a 
correction to this failure. The people of God would finally be the example 
and beacon of God’s goodness that they should have been all along. 

Amazingly, Jerusalem and the people would also cause God to rejoice  
and be glad in His people. This may surprise us a bit, and it certainly would 
have been surprising to Isaiah’s audience. However, God’s gladness in 
the change in His people shows His heart. The people likely viewed God 
primarily as the executor of judgment. Yet God always desires a right 
relationship with His creation. God’s love for the world starts in Genesis, 
not in John 3:16. The removal of grief and the restoration of joy pleases 
God as much or even more so than it does His people.

Verse 20
Verse 20 continues the theme of the previous verse by giving examples that 
detail the level of grief that will be removed. In a particularly poignant 
illustration, Isaiah gave the example of a nursing infant who may only live 
a few days. Anyone who views God as unfair is likely to bring up this exact 

VERSES 18-19

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. 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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scenario. While Isaiah did not give us answers about past suffering, he did 
state that with God’s new creation, such horrible sorrow will no longer 
occur. If the horrible grief of a child’s death can be wiped away, how much 
the more so all other grief-inducing problems? 

Isaiah went on to note that people will live long lives. The centenarian 
who dies will be mourned as a young man. This likely is a metaphor for 
eternal life. While the product of sin is death and suffering, Isaiah declared 
that in the restored creation, life will be the norm instead of death. 

The last phrase of verse 20 is a bit difficult to understand. At first it 
might seem to refer to someone dying before reaching a hundred years 
of age because of some kind of sin. Given the fuller context in which all 
such sorrow and the effects of sin are removed, this interpretation seems 
unlikely. The idea is more likely that in this restored creation, 100-year-olds 
would be considered mere infants who had barely started to live.  

Have you ever thought about what the new heavens and new earth will be 

like? Does this passage change your picture of what is important in the new 

creation? Does it challenge you to live differently in the here and now? 

A PLACE OF PROSPERITY (ISA . 65:21-23)

Verses 21-22
Verses 21-22 switch to more positive examples of what the new heavens and 
earth will look like. First, the people will build houses and live in them. When 
the Israelites conquered the promised land and removed the Canaanites, they 
benefited from the houses built by the Canaanites and moved into them. 
(See Deut. 6:10-19.) The same was true for the vineyards that were present in 
the promised land. Likewise, when God sent the people of Israel and Judah 
into exile, other foreign peoples settled the land and moved into the houses 
of the Israelites. In this context, the loss of one’s physical home was an image 
of the judgment of God because of sinful behavior. Thus, God was promising 
that once He makes the new creation, such judgment will not occur again. 

In a similar way, never again would the fruit of the people’s labor go 
to someone else. The people will fully enjoy the work of their hands. As 
with the previous examples, this is primarily symbolic of the reversal of the 
curse. Yet, neither should we see this as strictly metaphor. The new creation 
is depicted here as creation without blemish, and this certainly includes 
the physical realities of home and productive labor. The original creation 
included work and provision with a purpose, and Isaiah gives us no reason 
to think that this won’t continue in the new creation as well. 

God also compared the lives of the people in the new creation to the 
lifetime of a tree. One cannot help but think of Psalm 1 and the description 
of the person closely connected to God as a well-nourished and watered tree. 
The image also stands in contrast to Isaiah 40:6-8, in which humanity is 

VERSE 20

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. 

VERSES 21-22

21 People will build 

houses and live in them; 

they will plant vineyards 

and eat their fruit. 
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.
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compared to the grass that both springs up and goes away quickly. Isaiah 
here addressed the issue that plagues humanity: our temporary nature and 
inability to affect anything of lasting value in our lives. We spend our lives 
building sand castles only to have them washed away by the cyclical tide.  
Isaiah stated that in the new creation, the sense of life as fleeting will no 
longer be an issue. Like the tree that out lives many generations, so too will 
be the lives of the people in the new heavens and earth.

Verse 23
Verse 23 gives a further reason for the joy that will characterize the new 
creation. First, Isaiah noted that grief and sorrow characterize life in the 
fallen world. The lives of young children are cut short and labor is without 
success. When God brings about the new order, these things will no longer 
be the norm. Labor will be successful. Lives will be long. A life with no 
guarantees will become a life of guaranteed blessing. 

From the beginning, God’s plan included the promise being passed 
from one generation to the next. In a fallen world, the hope of descendants 
was constantly in danger. In the new world, however, offspring will never 
be threatened. The security of the descendants is synonymous with the 
overturning of the curse on the world. 

In Isaiah’s day, when someone died without children, his family line 
was ended and his name was lost. A lack of descendants, then, gave death 
a more permanent flavor than the mere loss of one individual. God would 
ensure that such a loss never occurs again. The descendants would be 
secure and the ground would no longer resist the worker (Gen. 3:16-19). 
Success in every case would be the norm. All of this will take place because 
the people will be blessed by the Lord. This time of curses will be gone and 
the blessing will be eternal. What’s more, this blessing will be the action of 
God. Humanity will not and cannot bring it about. Only God’s actions will 
produce this blessed state.

How does the idea of the new heavens and new earth impact your faith? In 

what practical ways can you live with joy now knowing that God will make all 

things new at some point in the future? 

A PLACE OF PEACE (ISA . 65:24-25)

Verse 24
Throughout the Old Testament (and to a limited extent into the New 
Testament), one major problem for God’s people was communication with 
the Lord. At Sinai, for example, the people were able to encounter God only 
with strict rules and parameters in place. Failure to keep those rules resulted 
in death. In the new creation, however, God will answer before the people 
call. He will hear them while they are still speaking. To hear someone or 

VERSE 23

23 They will not labor 

without success or bear 

children destined for 

disaster, for they will 

be a people blessed by 

the Lor along with 

their descendants.

VERSE 24

24 Even before they 

call, I will answer; 

while they are still 

speaking, I will hear.
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something in this case is synonymous with taking appropriate action. In 
other words, no longer will the people of God have trouble knowing whether 
or not God hears their prayers. Access to God will be certain. The phrasing 
also implies that the people—and therefore their requests—will be in line 
with God’s own heart.  

Verse 25
As Isaiah continued his description of the new creation, he stated that the 
wolf and the lamb will feed together, and the lion will eat straw. This image 
is primarily a metaphor. The main point is that the sources of danger for both 
man and beast will present no danger in the future creation. The world of sin 
will be transformed to a world of peace. At the same time, there is every 
reason to think that the image may reflect a more literal truth as well. The 
lack of trust that exists between man and beast and predator and prey will 
be removed. The fear will be gone because death will be gone. The removal of 
sorrow for humanity will be the removal of sorrow for the whole of creation. 

It is no accident that Isaiah chose the language of the lion and lamb to 
illustrate the coming new order. The connection to the messianic kingdom 
mentioned in chapter 11 is unmistakable. While there have been no 
overt references to the Messiah or Servant in chapter 65, this language 
demonstrates that the messianic kingdom of chapter 11 is one and the 
same as the new creation promised here. The kingdom of the Messiah 
will be the new heavens and new earth. Of course, from our perspective, 
this new kingdom has already been inaugurated by the work of Jesus. He 
has removed the barrier of communication between God and humanity 
through His sacrifice and given access to God through His person. The final 
fulfillment is yet to come, and Christians long for it even as we rejoice in its 
sure promise. 

The last part of verse 25 takes us back to the garden of Eden once again. 
Isaiah stated that the serpent’s food will be dust—a citation of Genesis 
3:14. Through His prophet, God also stated that they (most likely the people 
of God in the new creation) will not do what is evil or destroy. This picture, 
then, reveals a different scenario than the one that played out in the garden. 
The serpent will remain cursed. This time the people will not succumb to 
sin. This time they will remain true to God. There will be no more sorrow 
for what is lost, because there will be no loss. Never again will the serpent 
(revealed to be the devil in Rev. 12:9; 20:2) be successful in bringing death 
into the world. Instead, the people will continue to live in perfect peace on 
God’s entire holy mountain. In other words, the people will live in God’s 
kingdom in the new creation, and this peaceful state will last forever. 

How do peace and joy fit together in the chapter 65? What peace can we have 

in our present lives because of the promise of eternal peace and security 

found in the chapter? How do we apply this to life now? 

 

VERSE 25

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 Lor.
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION

BEGIN: As the group arrives, direct them to 
share with a partner their responses to the 
following question: When have you worked 
through a challenging situation by keeping 
your focus on the end goal? After most 
have arrived, share your response to the 
question. Invite volunteers to share their 
responses as well. 

TRANSITION: Read the first paragraph on 
page 118 of the Personal Study Guide (PSG) 
to help the group turn their focus to the 
ultimate goal: eternity with God. Challenge 
them to consider how their views of eternity 
line up with Isaiah’s portrayal of eternity. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT 

INTRODUCE: Distribute copies of Pack 
Item 9 (Handout: Isaiah’s Messianic 
Prophecies) to anyone who doesn’t have 
a copy. Call on group members to locate 
the final entry in the chart: “Isaiah 65:17-
25,” referring to “a new heaven and a 
new earth.” Direct volunteers to read 
the corresponding passages aloud. Use 
information from the last paragraph of 
Understand the Context (p. 135; PSG,  
p. 119) to introduce the idea of a new heaven 
and a new earth as the eternal destination 
for those who trust in God. Emphasize that 
this is considered part of the messianic 
prophecies because Jesus’ life and death are 
vital to the restoration of creation. 

CLARIFY: Call attention to the Key Doctrine 
(Last Things, PSG, p. 123). Emphasize that 
God has a plan for bringing the world to 
its appropriate end, and He has given us 
glimpses of that plan in His Word. 

ASK: How does having hope for a greater 
future give people strength in the present? 
(PSG, p. 118)

READ: Call for a volunteer to read aloud 
Isaiah 65:17-20, as the group notes who 
rejoices and the reasons Isaiah gave for  
the rejoicing. 

RESPOND: Invite volunteers to highlight 
the element in the passage that stands 
out most to them. Allow them to explain. 
Clarify as needed using information from 
this Leader Guide (pp. 135–137) or PSG 
(pp. 120–123). 

EXAMINE: Distribute paper and pencils. 
Call on the group to make two columns. 
On the left-hand side, direct them to list 
the things God says will no longer happen 
in the new heaven and new earth. On the 
right-hand side, direct them to list things 
that God says will be new. Encourage 
them to discuss their lists with a partner, 
considering how these items will lead to 
rejoicing in the future and how these can 
be a cause of joy now. Point them to the 
comments in the PSG for clarification. 
Allow volunteers to share with the group. 
Ask: How does God’s promise to no longer 
remember the consequence of sin define 
this new creation? Emphasize the joy 
found in response to God’s promise that 
believers will no longer remember sin or its 
consequences. 

DISCUSS: Guide the group in considering 
the implications of the new heavens and 
new earth as more than just a place for 
our joy but also a place that brings joy to 
God. Emphasize from page 122 of the 
PSG: No doubt, when God creates a new 
heaven and new earth it will be good, but the 
object of His greatest delight will be His holy 
people who reside there. Ask: What do God’s 
plans for His people in the future reveal 
about His disposition toward His people? 
(PSG, p. 123)
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EXPLAIN: While some interpret these 
verses literally and others symbolically, 
the main emphasis is on God’s blessing of 
His people. 

READ: Direct someone to read Isaiah 
65:21-23, encouraging the group to pay 
attention to the physical nature of the new 
creation. 

EXAMINE: Direct the group back to the 
paper utilized in the previous section 
of verses. Invite them to continue this 
activity, listing items in the left-hand 
column that will no longer exist in the 
new creation and listing new promises in 
the right-hand column. Invite volunteers 
to share their lists and discuss the type of 
prosperity experienced in the new creation. 
Lead them to consider how this impacts 
their response to current blessings and 
current struggles.

DISCUSS: Guide the group in 
understanding the physical nature of the 
new creation. Emphasize that just as man 
was originally created to work in the garden 
of Eden, we can expect to continue to work 
in the new creation. Direct attention to the 
comments under Verses 21-23 in the PSG 
(pp. 123–124) to emphasize differences 
between labor in a fallen world and work in 
the redeemed creation. 

EXPLAIN: Refer to the comments under 
verse 23 to address questions about bearing 
children in heaven, being careful not to 
miscommunicate that people will bear 
children in heaven.

READ: As you read aloud Isaiah 65:24-25,  
encourage the group to look for indicators 
of peace. 

EXAMINE: Direct the group to add to their 
columns items listed that no longer exist 
in the new creation and the promises of 
new creation. This time call for the group 
to discuss ways that the promises of God 

point to peace. Focus on peace with God, 
peace with each other, and peace with 
creation. 

ASK: How does this differ from God’s 
response to the people in Isaiah 58, which 
we studied last session? Guide the group 
in understanding the peace believers 
will experience in relationship with the 
Creator in the new heaven and new earth. 
Encourage them to consider how this 
promise of future peace can impact their 
current relationships.

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE 
REVIEW: Call attention to the summary 
statements under Apply the Text (PSG,  
p. 126). Ask: How should the blessings God 
has in store for His people affect how they 
live today? (PSG, p. 124) Direct the group 
to answer the question based on each of 
the summary statements (the blessings of 
hope, confidence in Christ, and expectation 
of His return). Encourage discussion of 
how each of these future blessings has a 
different impact on our current lives. 

RESPOND: Prior to group time, select one 
or more of the question sets under Apply 
the Text (PSG, p. 126). Lead the group to 
respond to the selected questions. You may 
choose to lead them to respond silently, 
challenging them to revisit this section 
later in the day or week. 

REFLECT: Use Pack Item 3 (Poster: Themes 
of Isaiah) as a guide to review this study 
on Isaiah. Call for volunteers to share 
highlights from the study. Ask: How has 
your understanding of trusting God 
changed as a result of this study? 

PRAY: Conclude the group time with 
prayer, asking God to help remind 
the group of how their future impacts 
the present. 
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OPTIONS

Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans  
on the previous pages.

MUSIC

Secure the lyrics to “Joy to the World,” by 
Isaac Watts. Invite the group to join you in 
worshiping God as you look forward to the 
restored creation. 

CREATIVE 

Gather blank greeting cards, pens, and 
colored pencils.

Provide cards and art supplies to each 
person to create an original Christmas 
card design. Encourage them to fill out 
the inside of the cards with a message 
that connects the birth of the Messiah 
with our hope in the future new heaven 
and new earth. Invite volunteers to share 
their designs. 

REFLECTIVE 

Gather paper, pencils, and a small 
trash bag.

Invite the group to write the memory verse 
(Isa. 65:17) at the top of a piece of paper. 
Then allow for a quiet time of private 
reflection, as you encourage them to write 
things they will be happy to have forgotten. 
Emphasize God’s promise to no longer 
remember sin or its consequences. Assure 
the group they will not be asked to share. At 
the end of this time of reflection, lead the 
group to tear up their paper and place it in a 
trash bag, if they wish. Tie up the bag, and 
throw it away. 

WORD STUDY 

Gather Bible concordances.

Provide Bible concordances and lead the 
group through a word study of “new,” in 
the context of new heaven and new earth. 
Guide the group in locating passages that 
improve their understanding of these 
promises. Connect this to promises of 
newness throughout Isaiah, as well as God’s 
promises throughout the Bible to create a 
new covenant, a new heart, and new spirit. 
See comments under Verse 17 in the PSG 
(pp. 120–121) for additional insight. 

COMPARE 

Gather a white board and dry erase 
markers, or a poster board and markers.

Prepare a comparison chart with one 
side titled “Work on Earth” and the other 
side titled “Work on the New Earth.” Ask: 
How do you feel about the idea of laboring 
for eternity? Compare the things that can 
make work in a fallen world frustrating 
and difficult with the idea of fruitful and 
satisfying work in eternity. Ask: How 
can an understanding of future redeemed 
work on the new earth impact our attitude 
toward work now?

RESEARCH AND VISUAL 

Gather Bible dictionaries and art supplies.

Lead the group in completing the Bible Skill 
found in the PSG (p. 125). After you discuss 
peace between God and humanity, guide 
the group to create images that represent 
this peace. Allow volunteers to explain 
their images.
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These items are available on the Explore 

the Bible Leader Pack digital download file 

as PDFs to create your own handouts or 

media presentations for your group. Items 

marked as handouts are also available 

as reproducible masters included in the 

Explore the Bible Leader Pack digital files.

PACK ITEM 1

Map: Prophets of the Eighth Century

Sessions 1-13

Use the map on page 155 or locate a map 

in a Bible atlas that shows the locations of 

Israel during the eighth century. Note that 

the land of the Chaldeans was southern 

Babylon where the Tigris River and 

Euphrates River meet, which is at the tip of 

the Persian Gulf in southern Iraq today.

PACK ITEM 2

Outline of Isaiah

Sessions 1-13

Refer to the outline for Isaiah in the  

CSB Study Bible.

PACK ITEM 3

Poster: Themes of Isaiah 

Sessions 1,4,9,13

Create a poster that lists the following 

themes from Isaiah:

• The Holiness of God 

• Trust and Confidence

• God Versus the Idols

• Sin and Punishment

• God, the Sovereign Lord of History 

• Salvation of Our God

• Faith in God Is True Security 

• Messiah and Suffering Servant 

LEADER PACK IDEAS
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PACK ITEM 4

Poster: Primary Idols in the Old Testament

Sessions 8,9

Use a Bible dictionary to create a poster 

that lists the primary idols at the time 

of Isaiah (Ashtoreth, Bel/Marduk, Baal, 

Chemosh, Dagon, Molech, and Nebo) and 

Scripture references related to each. 

PACK ITEM 5

Poster: Names of God in Isaiah

Sessions 4,8

Use a Bible concordance to create a poster 

of the names of God in Isaiah.

PACK ITEM 6

Key Verse: Isaiah 30:18

Session 6

Create a poster that lists Isaiah 30:18:  

“Therefore the Lord is waiting to show 

you mercy, and is rising up to show you 

compassion, for the Lord is a just God.  

All who wait patiently for him are happy.”

PACK ITEM 7

Handout: Isaiah Time Line

Sessions 2,8

Locate a study Bible with a time line of the 

major people and events leading up to and 

during Isaiah’s life (from 750 BC–500 BC). 

Use it as a reference during this study.

PACK ITEM 8

Handout: Memory Verses Bookmark

Sessions 1-13

Make a list of these suggested memory 

verses to distribute to your group:

• Isaiah 1:18

• Isaiah 6:8

• Isaiah 7:14

• Isaiah 14:24

• Isaiah 25:8

• Isaiah 30:18

• Isaiah 37:35

• Isaiah 40:31

• Isaiah 46:4

• Isaiah 49:13

• Isaiah 53:5

• Isaiah 58:11

• Isaiah 65:17

PACK ITEM 9

Handout: Isaiah’s Messianic Prophecies

Sessions 3,5,10,11,13

Use a Bible dictionary or handbook to 

create a handout that discusses Isaiah’s 

messianic prophecies and some of their 

corresponding New Testament fulfillments.
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PACK ITEM 10

Handout: The Kings Isaiah Served 

Sessions 3,6,7

Create a handout that explains the kings 

Isaiah served: Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, 

and Hezekiah.

PACK ITEM 11

Handout:  Primary Idols in the  

Old Testament

Session 9

Create a handout for your group that 

coordinates with Pack Item 4 and further 

explains the idols during the time of Isaiah 

(Ashtoreth, Bel/Marduk, Baal, Chemosh, 

Dagon, Molech, and Nebo) and the 

meaning behind fearing God.

PACK ITEM 12

Handout:  Judah’s Eighth-Century 

Neighbors

Session 7

Use a Bible dictionary to create a handout 

that explains the rulers and significance of 

the countries surrounding Judah during 

the eighth century. 

PACK ITEM 13

Handout: Isaiah 53 in the New Testament

Session 11

Create a handout that lists the New 

Testament references to Isaiah 53. 

PACK ITEM 14

Handout: Names of God in Isaiah

Sessions 3,4,8

Use a Bible commentary to create a 

handout of the names of God in Isaiah.

Examples from Explore the 

Bible Leader Pack. The Pack 

is available for purchase at 

goExploreTheBible.com.
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by Stephen R. Miller

Theologically, Isaiah stands as the Mount 
Everest of the Old Testament. Central to 
Isaiah’s message and to God’s plan for 
the redemption of the human race is the 
Messiah (literally, “anointed one”). No 
prophet gives a more complete picture of 
Messiah’s Person and work than does Isaiah. 
Who was this Old Testament Messiah? He 
was Jesus of Nazareth. The New Testament 
writers (for example, John 1:41; 4:25) and 
Jesus Himself (vv. 25-26; Luke 24:44-48) 
affirmed this identification.1 Moreover, the 
Old Testament prophecies of the Messiah’s 
first coming were perfectly fulfilled in Jesus’ 
life and ministry. 

Messianic prophecies fall into three 
basic categories—types (prominent in 
the Pentateuch; compare Ex. 12:1-51 with 
1 Cor. 5:7), indirect prophecies, and direct 
prophecies. In the direct, personal messianic 
prophecies, the inspired Old Testament 
writer wrote directly of the Person and/or 
work of the Davidic Messiah. Evangelical 
scholars generally recognize about seventy 
direct predictions of the Messiah in the Old 
Testament and the following ten in Isaiah 
(five as King and five as Servant-Priest). 

Isaiah’s Messianic Prophecies
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Messiah as King—Isaiah depicted the 
Messiah most frequently as King. In Isaiah 
4:2-6, Messiah’s royal ancestry (“the Branch” 
from David’s line; compare Isa. 11:1; Jer. 
23:5; 33:15) and glorious future reign are in 
view. In Isaiah 7:1-16, the prophet predicted 
King Messiah’s miraculous birth—to a 
virgin. Matthew positively identified this 
child as Jesus, the son of the virgin Mary 
(Matt. 1:20-23). No other person in history 
could legitimately bear the title Immanuel 
(“God with us”) except Jesus the Messiah.

Messiah will be history’s most amazing 
King (Isa. 9:1-7). The “son” of the virgin will 
be the “Mighty God” (an epithet for Yahweh 
Himself; 10:21; Jer. 32:18) and the “Eternal 
Father” (the eternal and therefore uncreated 
source of all creation). His reign will never 
end. In Isaiah 11:1-16, Isaiah described the 
peace and safety of Messiah’s universal 
reign in terms of a return to garden of Eden 
conditions (compare 65:25). The loving 
and just reign of our King is stressed in 
Isaiah 16:5. 

Messiah as Servant (Priest)—Four 
passages in Isaiah are known as “Servant 
Songs” (42:1-9; 49:1-13; 50:4-11; 52:13–
53:12). These passages depict the coming 
Messiah as the Lord’s faithful “servant.” He 
is obedient to the Father’s will and fulfills 
His priestly work of redemption. 

The first Servant Song (42:1-9; Jesus, 
according to Matt. 12:15-21) emphasizes 
the Messiah’s character (for instance, He is 
just, strong, and peaceful). Both the first and 
second Servant Songs assert the inevitable 
success of His mission as a spiritual “light 
to the nations” (Isa. 42:6; 49:6). Though 
“despised” at His First Advent, Christ will 
someday receive the honor He deserves (49:7; 
compare Phil. 2:10-11). Isaiah predicted 
Christ’s mockery and torture in the third 
Servant Song (Isa. 50:4-11; compare Matt. 
26:67; 27:26,30-31,39-44). Yet, with God’s 
help, the servant would fulfill His mission 

and overcome all opposition (Isa. 50:7-9). 
The third song concludes with a frightening 
warning to trust in the true spiritual light 
(Messiah) or face “torment” (vv. 10-11). 

If the Book of Isaiah is the theological 
Mount Everest of the Old Testament, the 
fourth Servant Song (52:13–53:12) is its 
peak. According to R. H. Gundry, Isaiah 
53 is quoted or referred to in 41 verses in 
the New Testament.2 The New Testament 
witness is loud and clear—the Servant 
of this fourth Servant Song is none other 
than Jesus of Nazareth (compare Acts 8:30-
35). Here, Isaiah described the Messiah’s 
atonement for our sin at Calvary (especially 
53:4-6,8,11-12). Though not labeled a 
Servant Song, Isaiah 55:3-5 depicts the 
Servant offering salvation (made possible 
by His atonement) to all nations. 

Messianic Titles in Isaiah

• The Branch (4:2; 11:1) 
• Immanuel (7:14)
• The Light of the World (9:2; 60:1) 
• Wonderful Counselor (9:6)
• Mighty God (9:6) 
• Eternal Father (9:6) 
• Prince of Peace (9:6) 
• A Shoot (11:1)
•  Anointed One—with the Spirit (11:2; 

42:1; 61:1) 
• Judge (16:5) 
• King (24:23; 32:1; 33:17,22)3 
•  The Tested Stone, Precious Cornerstone, 

Sure Foundation (28:16) 
• The Glory of the Lord (40:5; 60:1)
• Shepherd (40:11) 
•  My Servant (42:1; 49:3,5,6; 50:10; 

52:13; 53:11) 
• My Chosen One (42:1)
• A Witness to the Peoples (55:4) 
•  Leader and Commander for the 

Peoples (55:4) 
• Redeemer (59:20)

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



E        B   |  L    G  148

Indirect Messianic Prophecies  
in Isaiah 

•  Isaiah 2:2-4 – Messiah’s reign of 
justice and peace

•  Isaiah 24:21-23 – Messiah reigning on 
Mount Zion

•  Isaiah 25:6-12 – Messiah’s victory over 
death (1 Cor. 15:54; Rev. 21:4)

•  Isaiah 28:16 – Messiah as cornerstone, 
a sure foundation (Rom. 9:33; 1 Pet. 2:6) 

•  Isaiah 30:19-26 – Blessings of 
Messiah’s reign

•  Isaiah 32:1-2 – Messiah the ideal King
•  Isaiah 33:17,22 – Messiah as divine King
•  Isaiah 35:1-10 – Joy and blessing in 

Messiah’s kingdom
•  Isaiah 40:3-5 – Messiah’s glorious 

appearance (Matt. 3:3; Mark 1:3; 
Luke 3:4-6; John 1:23) 

•  Isaiah 40:9-11 – Messiah as our 
victorious Shepherd

•  Isaiah 59:15b-21 – Messiah as 
divine Warrior who brings justice 
(Rom. 11:26-27)

•  Isaiah 60:1-3 – Messiah as the Light 
of the world

•  Isaiah 61:1-3 – Messiah as Proclaimer of 
good news (Luke 4:16-21)

•  Isaiah 62:11-12 – Messiah as coming 
Savior (compare Rev. 22:12)

•  Isaiah 63:1-6 – Messiah as Redeemer and 
Judge (compare Rev. 19:11-21)

•  Isaiah 65:17-25 – Messiah as Creator 
of a wonderful new world (compare 
Isa. 11:6-9; 66:22; Rev. 21:1)

•  Isaiah 66:15-24 – The revelation of 
Messiah’s glory in judgment and salvation

Living With Anticipation

The fulfillment of these messianic prophecies 
would have been centuries or even millennia 
in the future for Isaiah’s original audience. 
But Isaiah and his fellow believers did not 
know this. No doubt they eagerly watched 
for the Messiah’s coming, hoping it would 
be in their lifetimes. Regardless of the exact 
time of fulfillment, these promises assured 
Isaiah that someday God would raise up a 
Savior for sin and a righteous Ruler who 
would bring world peace, security, and 
freedom from tyrants. People still need 
a savior from sin, and Messiah’s coming 
remains the “blessed hope” (Titus 2:12) for 
believers suffering persecution, hardship, 
disease, and death. “Amen! Come, Lord 
Jesus!” (Rev. 22:20). 

1.  Twice in the New Testament the Greek transliteration of Hebrew “mashiah,” “Messias,” 
appears as a designation for Jesus (John 1:41; 4:25). Like Hebrew mashiah, Greek Christos 
means “anointed one” and is the word from which we get our English name “Christ.” Christos 
appears over 500 times in the New Testament as a title for Jesus. 

2.  R. H. Gundry, “Quotations in the NT” in The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, 
Merrill C. Tenney,  gen. ed., vol. 5 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1976), 10. 

3.  In Isaiah 6:5, “the King, the LORD of Armies” is a title of the preincarnate Christ (compare 
John 12:40-41).

 
Stephen R. Miller is professor of Old Testament and Hebrew, Mid-America Baptist Theological 
Seminary, Germantown, Tennessee. This article originally appeared in the Spring 2006 issue of 
Biblical Illustrator.
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by Byron Longino

“Look out!” “We’re going to die!” We have all 
heard cries to “look out!” or watched scenes 
in a movie where some terrified person 
screamed “we’re going to die!” Words of 
warning, alarming though they be, are not 
unique, however, to our day. The prophet 
Isaiah used two powerful Hebrew words, 
both translated as “woe” or “alas,” to gain 
the attention of people who did not want to 
listen to a word of warning. 

The word “woe” comes from the Hebrew 
word hoy as used in Isaiah 5:8, and occurs 
a total of 51 times in the Old Testament 
(50 times in the prophetic writings).1 It is 
usually translated as “woe” or “alas” (for 
example Jer. 22:18; Isa. 5:8,11,18; 28:1; 
Ezek. 13:3,18). “Woe” expressed either pain 
and anguish already felt due to a present 
disaster or a sense of dread related to an 
anticipated catastrophe. The word also 
pictures the future cries of agony that will 
come from those facing divine judgment. 

Some scholars disagree about the 
original use of “woe,” but most agree that 
mourners cried out this word as part of a 
funeral lament. That is, the term came as a 
mourner’s cry of grief during a funeral. The 

ancient Israelites also cried out “woe” when 
confronted with disaster. 

When a prophet spoke the word 
“woe,” Israelites understood they were 
facing pending doom brought on by God’s 
judgment. Names for these prophetic 
messages are “woe oracles” (an oracle is 
a prophetic announcement) and “woe 
speeches.” The oracle or speech contained 
three parts: the declaration of grief (the use 
of the word “woe” for example), the cause 
for the coming grief, and the prediction of 
punishment.2 The use of “woe” conveyed 
God’s anger as a result of actions and 
attitudes that dishonored His character. 

The most likely background for Isaiah’s 
“woe oracles” came as a result of King 
Uzziah (also known as Azariah; ruled Judah 
792–740 BC) and many of the people of Judah 
(and Israel) disregarding God’s law. God 
commanded Isaiah, who ministered around 
740–690 BC, to denounce the people’s sins 
and pronounce their punishment. Isaiah 
reflected the grief associated with the 
funeral lament as he mourned for his people. 
He grieved because of the coming judgment 
God called him to proclaim. 

“Woe Is Me!” A Word Study
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The word “woe” also translates another 
similar-sounding Hebrew word, oy, as 
found in Isaiah 6:5. Although some scholars 
question whether or not hoy and oy mean 
the same thing, most do not see much 
difference in meaning.3 The texts use this 
“woe” with a first person pronoun (“me” or 
“us”) to indicate despair, as in Isaiah 6:5, 
“Woe is me for I am ruined.”4 Used with the 
second or third person pronoun, the term 
designated a coming crisis. Numbers 21:29 
states, “Woe to you, Moab!” The cry of “woe 
is me” or “woe to us” was a cry of despair. It 
was uttered by the Philistines when the ark 
entered the Israelite camp (1 Sam. 4:7-8), 
and by Jeremiah in one of his complaints 
(Jer. 15:10). 

Likewise Isaiah cried “woe” (Hebrew, 
oy) when he saw “the Lord seated on a high 
and lofty throne” (Isa. 6:1,5). Seeing the 
Lord created a state of terror in Isaiah as he 
saw he was unclean before God. The word 
“unclean” could refer to having an impurity 
or impurities that made someone unfit to be 
in God’s presence. The prophets constantly 
denounced moral uncleanness, as did Isaiah 
as he spoke of his own uncleanness related 
to his lips. Realizing his guilt, Isaiah was 
compelled to pronounce a self-condemning 
woe. He saw himself as ruined, doomed, 
and cut off from God. In this experience, 
Isaiah responded to the sin in his life by 
recognizing his true condition before the 
Lord. As a result, one of the seraphim took 
the burning coal from the altar and touched 
Isaiah’s mouth (vv. 6-7). The altar and coal 
symbolized God’s provision for cleansing. 
Isaiah was thus cleansed not by his deeds, 
but by God’s grace. 

Sin is serious, and God takes it seriously. 
Sadly, many people do not, even those who 
profess to believe in and love the Lord. 
When confronted with personal sin, many 
either deny the commission of sin or doubt 
the consequences of sin. 

Isaiah, as God-called prophets did, stood 
and shouted about the presence of sin in the 
lives of the people: “Woe to those!” Further, 
as God’s prophets did, Isaiah held himself 
to this same standard: “Woe is me!” To 
experience God’s presence is to experience 
His holiness. To experience God’s holiness 
means to experience our lack of holiness and 
the consequences of our sin. But our merciful 
and loving God demonstrates His love, not 
by protecting us from the consequences of 
sin, but by providing warnings and a way of 
forgiveness. The Lord’s grace provided a way 
for Isaiah to be clean. Likewise, God sent 
someone to provide spiritual cleansing for 
us too—His son, the Lord Jesus Christ. 

1.  Carl Philip Weber, “y/h” (hoy, “woe”) in Theological Word Book of the Old Testament (Harris), 
ed. R. Laird Harris (Chicago: Moody Press, 1980), 1:212. 

2.  Gordon D. Fee and Douglas Stuart, How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth: A Guide to 
Understanding the Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1982), 160. 

3.  Ronald E. Clements, “Woe” in The Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed. in chief David Noel Freedman 
(New York: Doubleday, 1992), 6:945-46; Edward J. Young, The Book of Isaiah, vol. 1 (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965), 247, n. 28; Robert L. Alden, “y/a” (oy, “woe”) in Harris, 1:19. 

Byron Longino is an adjunct professor of Hebrew and Old Testament at New Orleans Baptist 
Theological Seminary, New Orleans and is pastor of Bethsaida Baptist Church, Ida, Louisiana.
This article originally appeared in the Spring 2009 issue of Biblical Illustrator.
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by Ken Braddy 

“Absent Without Leave,” or “AWOL” for short, 
is a serious offense if you’re in the military. 
It is a term used to describe someone who is 
a member of a group but drops out of sight 
and leaves their post unattended. It’s also 
a serious infraction if you’re a member of 
a Bible study group! I’ve taught an ongoing 
Bible study for over seven years now, and 
I’ve had my fair share of people who went 
AWOL. Some were absent for a few weeks, 
then returned. Others dropped out for 
longer periods of time. As a group leader, 
you can’t control who is in your group each 
week; you do have control over what you do 
about the group members who drop out.

In a typical group, about 45-50 percent 
of group members will be absent any time 
the group meets (this is especially true in a 
Sunday School ministry). Therefore, if you 
have twenty people on your group ministry 
roll, you can be confident that around ten 
of them will be absent the next time the 
group meets. This leaves group leaders in a 
slight quandary—what should you do about 
the dropouts between group meetings? The 
tendency may be to say, “Well, they know 
where and when we meet; they’ll show back 

up.” But is that the best approach? Here are 
some ideas for dealing with people who 
become group dropouts.

1. Pray for them. This is an important 
first step in helping dropouts reconnect with 
your group. As a group leader, you should 
pray for the AWOL people in your group. But 
you can lead your group members to pray for 
them as well. Consider focusing the group’s 
prayer efforts on one or two people, or one 
or two couples each week. This will raise the 
group’s awareness that people are absent 
and need to be cared for.

2. Encourage them. Because email is so 
prevalent today, why not try something a 
little old fashioned? A handwritten note is 
a nice, personal touch in an overly electronic 
world. Tell the group dropout they are 
missed, and that your Bible study group isn’t 
the same without them. Remind them they 
contribute in significant ways when they are 
present. Ask if they need ministry from the 
group. Keep things positive. Don’t chastise 
them for being gone.

3. Understand them. It’s easy to judge 
someone and label them as “non-committed.” 
But resist hanging a label around their neck. 

10 Ways to Re-engage Group Dropouts
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Instead, get to know their situation. They 
may be under significant stress at work, they 
could be traveling to care for an aging parent 
on the weekends, or some other significant 
reason that explains their absence. In those 
cases, your group now has opportunities to 
minister to the absentee and to serve them.

4. Visit them. Yes, home visitation is 
on the decline today, but that doesn’t mean 
that you shouldn’t occasionally get in your 
car and stop by the group dropout’s home 
for a quick “porch visit.” Dropping off your 
group’s Bible study materials to the absentee 
can remind them about your group and 
their need to belong to it. If nothing else, a 
heartfelt, “We have a place for you in Bible 
study,” can melt the ice and help a person or 
a couple feel better about reconnecting to 
the group after a prolonged absence. 

5. Don’t give up on them. Jesus told 
a parable in which the owner of sheep left 
ninety-nine of them in search of one lost 
sheep. The parable demonstrates the value 
of people to the Lord, and the extreme 
measures He went to in order to provide 
salvation for them. Those AWOL members 
of your group are precious to the Lord—He 
died for them—and it grieves the Holy Spirit 
when people choose to disconnect from the 
church. Don’t write off the group dropout, 
and certainly don’t remove them from your 
group’s ministry list.

6. Invite them to a party. People who’ve 
been absent for a long time feel awkward 
about showing up suddenly. Plan a fellowship 
and reach out to every group dropout. It 
will be easier for them to reconnect with 
the group at a party away from the church. 
Help them take baby steps toward regular 
attendance.

7. Call them. You may have to start the 
conversation with something like, “I’ve not 
done a great job keeping up with you” or 
“Forgive me for not calling sooner…” This 
transfers the responsibility to you, and 

doesn’t make the absentee feel put upon. Let 
them know you care, want to pray for them, 
and desire them to come back to your group.

8. Downsize the group. Jesus’ ministry 
was primarily to a group of twelve disciples, 
and an inner group of 3 disciples. The larger 
the group, the harder it is for the group leader 
to act like a teacher-shepherd and care for 
all of the group dropouts. A smaller group 
will be easier to lead, and it will certainly be 
easier to follow up with a few dropouts than 
trying to care for many group dropouts.

9. Organize the group. Divide the 
members among several Care Group Leaders. 
Each care group leader is responsible for 
reaching out every week to any dropout 
under their watch care. In doing so, Care 
Group leaders share the load of ministry 
with the group’s leader, allowing him or her 
to focus on studying and guiding the group’s 
Bible study.

10. Take advantage of natural “on 
ramps.” If your group has dropouts, there 
will be times of the year that provide natural 
and easier ways to get them to reengage 
with your group. Some are related to timing: 
it’s easier to invite people to reengage at the 
first of the year, the beginning of summer, 
and the start of the school year. It’s also 
easier to invite a person to reengage when 
the group begins a new Bible study. A quick 
message like, “Hey, we want you to know 
we’re starting a new study next week” gives 
the absentee a good reason to jump back in 
and reengage with the group.

If you’re going to lead a Bible study group, 
you’re going to have dropouts. The quicker 
you reach out to an absentee, the easier it 
is. When people go AWOL, don’t leave them 
in that state. Just a little encouragement 
can help them reengage with you and your 
group members.

Ken Braddy manages LifeWay’s Ongoing Bible studies, leads his church’s groups ministry, 
and blogs daily on Sunday School and small groups at kenbraddy.com. This article originally 
appeared on the LifeWay Groups Ministry blog at groupministry.lifeway.com.
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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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