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WELCOME TO ISAIAH!

Throughout the autumn term, we’ll be studying the first 12 chapters of
[saiah, and this booklet aims to give some background information to help
us keep the big picture in mind as we dive into the details.

Why Study Isaiah?
In part we do so for the same reasons we study any part of the Bible: it is
God’s word to us, his people, about the glorious gospel of Jesus Christ!

More specifically, what we find is the people of Judah in Isaiah’s day beset

by two main issues:

1. Their own sinfulness. The nation has turned from God to idols and
turned against each other.

2. The threat of others around them. First [srael and Syria form an
alliance against them, and then the Assyrians sweep toward Jerusalem.

So what God'’s people need is spiritual and moral renewal, and victory
over their enemies. So too for us, as we realise our own sinfulness and
need of forgiveness and transformation, and also as we realise the
spiritual battle we face as we contend with sin, the world and the devil.

We need to hear, as did the people of Judah, the encouragement and
warning that God gave them through Isaiah:

If you do not stand firm in your faith,
you will not stand at all. (Isaiah 7:9)

Only God could save Judah from themselves and from their enemies, and
he promised to do so through the coming ‘Immanuel’ - a great King who
would rescue and redeem his people. It's a promise that’s ultimately
fulfilled in the Lord Jesus - our great rescuer King.

With every blessing,

Tom Brown
W\ Vicar of Kirk Sandall & Edenthorpe
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GETTING YOUR BEARINGS

[saiah’s a big book so it can be easy to feel overwhelmed or get lost. Here
are a few key headings to help find your feet.

Unsurprisingly, the book of Isaiah was written by... Isaiah. Chapter 1
verse 1 gives us a clue when it says the book is “the vision concerning Judah
and Jerusalem that Isaiah son of Amoz saw during the reigns of Uzziah,
Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, kings of Judah.

The Bible doesn’t tell us more about his dad, but there are some clues that
suggest he was a brother to King Amaziah of Judah, which would make
[saiah part of the royal household. We also know he was married with
children (8:3,18), he seems to have lived in Jerusalem (7:3), and he was a
brilliant thinker and writer.

Isaiah’s a first-rate theologian firing on all cylinders

Unlike Jeremiah, we don’t get to know much about him (though 20:3 gets
rather personal!). Chapter 6, however, gives us a powerful and personal
account of how God called him to serve as a prophet.

[saiah’s preaching, God told him, would harden his own generation (6:10)

but comfort God’s people in later generations (Isa 40:1). In fact, Isaiah’s
name means “the Lord saves” - and that’s the heart of his message.
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Key Nations

- Egypt: a symbol of human self-reliance, and the place from which God
had rescued his people in the Exodus.

- Judah: God’s people. Would they trust him, or turn to other nations
when faced with the Assyrian threat?

- Tyre: a symbol of human wealth and trade

- Israel: a symbol of idolatry as the nation had turned away from the
LORD and would soon be destroyed

- Philistia: a long-term enemy of Judah, but small compared with the
other nations

- Syria: a local rival, who made an alliance with Israel against Judah

- Assyria: the superpower of the day, also a symbol of human self-
reliance.

Related Bible Passages

The historical period of Isaiah 1-49 is also covered in other books of the
Bible. 2 Kings 15-20 cover the reign of the kings of the time, with a
particular emphasis on Ahaz and Hezekiah, and their different responses
to the threats from other nations. 2 Chronicles 26-32 covers the same
period, with an even greater emphasis on Hezekiah. Reading these
sections would give you some useful background to our study.

A Word to Watch
One word of caution: when we come across the word ‘Israel’ in Isaiah.

Back in 931BC when nation of Israel split into two. The northern kingdom
(unhelpfully still called Israel!) made their capital in Samaria before being
overrun by the Assyrian empire in 722BC. The other half (now called
Judah) formed the southern kingdom with its capital in Jerusalem. It is to
these people Isaiah now speaks.

This is worth being aware of, because the word ‘Israel’ in Isaiah can refer

to a number of different things:

- Sometimes (as in chapter 1) it refers to the people of Judah (who in a
way are the ‘true Israel’ given that the northern kingdom has turned
from the Lord.

- Sometimes (as in chapters 7-9) it refers to the northern kingdom
Israel, which attacks Judah and Jerusalem (Jerusalem was just inside
the border of Judah).
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- Sometimes (as in chapter 10) it refers to the future, restored people
of God. A combination of faithful people from both Judah and Israel,
and indeed from the nations.

To further complicate things, other words can be used in place of Israel:

- Sometimes the capital city is used to refer to the whole country.
Thus in addressing ‘Jerusalem’ Isaiah is referring to Israel as a whole.
Even then, Jerusalem itself has (mainly!) two names: Jerusalem and
Zion. Normally (though not always!), Jerusalem is used to refer to
present-day Israel, whilst Zion is used to refer to the future restored
Israel that the Lord will bring about.

- Sometimes Jacob is also used interchangeably with Israel.

ISAIAH - WHO IS GOD?

In chapter 6 we see Isaiah receiving his commissioning as a prophet and
get a summary of the headline revelation of God’s character

"Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty;
the whole earth is full of his glory." 6:3

Above all, God is holy beyond comparison, and almighty above all. He is, as
[saiah often calls him, the Holy one of Israel.

And yet, wonder upon wonder, this God of blazing purity has also set his
gracious love on his people!

Because of this...
- God alone is to be worshipped (not idols)

- God alone is to be feared (not rival nations)
- God alone is to be trusted (not human efforts or alliances)

UTTR WiTR IWTTR 21 1778 AL XY
137123 PIRTT22 X9 NIRAY M

Page 5 of 20



God’s Purifying Judgement

"Until the cities lie ruined and without inhabitant, until the houses are left
deserted and the fields ruined and ravaged, until the LORD has sent
everyone far away and the land is utterly forsaken. And though a tenth
remains in the land, it will again be laid waste. But as the terebinth and oak
leave stumps when they are cut down, so the holy seed will be the stump in
the land." 6:11-13

God'’s promise is that he will renew his people through judgement. As his
people are punished for their sin, a remnant will remain faithful to Him
and will be the basis for the restored nation.

God’s Rescue

Despite our rejection and rebellion, God provides the way for his people’s
sin to be atoned. From the place of sacrifice comes something (or
someone!) which can take away our guilt. “See, this has touched your lips;
your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for." 6:7

SO WHAT MIGHT IT MEAN FOR US?

Given all we've seen from the general message of Isaiah, what are some of
the main areas of application for us today? Here are a few for starters...

- Repentance: as we see the nature of our sin in contrast to the love
and holiness of the Lord

- Trust: responding to difficulties by trusting God’s promises rather
than ourselves or others

- Confidence: in the face of a hostile world which does not honour God,
and is antagonistic to Christians

- Joy: as we realise all that God has done for us, and the future he has
secured

- Obedience: to Jesus as we recognise him as the godly King who
rescues us and leads us into the fullness of life

- Humility: as we come before the Holy One of Israel and realise our
total dependence on Jesus as our King, Suffering Servant, and
Anointed Conqueror

- Mission: as, like Isaiah, we prepare to tell the world about God'’s
holiness, judgment and offer of rescue
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THE BIG PICTURE

Isaiah has three major sections, each with a different historical setting.

For Isaiah, at least two were still in the future; for us they’re all in the past
(though there are still quite a few passages which will have their ultimate
fulfilment in the new creation, so really do still speak of a future still to
comel).

Chapters 1-39

1:1 tells us that Isaiah’s ministry was during the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham,
Ahaz and Hezekiah (which covers the latter half of the eighth century BC).
It also reminds us that his main ministry was to the southern kingdom
Judah following the kingdom of Israel dividing (see the note on 4 word to
watch’).

[t was a time when Judah was a minor player on the world stage. Assyria
was the region’s superpower (in 612BC the Babylonians would conquer
and take over, with the Persians doing the same in 539BC). Judah sat in the
midst of these giant empires, and equally vulnerable to medium-sized
neighbours like Israel, Syria and Egypt.

God, through his prophet Isaiah, gives wonderful promises (e.g. 2:2-4), but
his overall emphasis is of judgment for the people’s hard-hearted
resistance. The Assyrian army is coming as God’s means of correcting his
people (8:5-8).

This weakness and fragility form the backdrop
to the first 39 chapters

During King Ahaz’s reign (Chs 7-11), Israel and Syria combine forces and
try to invade Judah and depose him. Ahaz then faces a choice: will he trust
the God who'’s promised that he will defeat his enemies, or will he run to
Assyria to ask for protection? Tragically Ahaz turns to the monster.

Later, in chapters 36-39, King Hezekiah faces a similar challenge. This time
it's Assyria who've invaded Judah and laid siege to Jerusalem. Will
Hezekiah trust God for rescue, or will he seek to make an alliance with
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Egypt? This time, Hezekiah is faithful, trusting God alone, and the Assyrian
army is defeated by the LORD.

Could Hezekiah be the promised king God’s people have longed for? Is he
the fulfilment of I[saiah’s prophecy? It looks like it for a moment, and yet
towards the end of his reign he invites envoys from Babylon and foolishly
shows off his nation’s wealth to them. He is then told by Isaiah that Judah
will be exiled to Babylon in the future. God’s people’s hope must rest not
on Hezekiah, but instead on God’s promised King, Immanuel.

As God’s people are carted off to slavery, we're left
longing for a King who will truly fulfil our hopes

Chapters 40-55
In the next section, Isaiah looks ahead to Judah’s time of captivity in exile
in Babylon. He brings a message of future comfort, as the Lord promises to
rescue his people:

“Comfort, comfort my people,

says your God.

Speak tenderly to Jerusalem,

and proclaim to her

that her hard service has been completed,

that her sin has been paid for,

that she has received from the Lord’s hand

double for all her sins.” Isaiah 40:1-2

Despite being far away in Babylonian exile God promises he will surely
come to them, revealing his glory with history-changing impact.

This promised rescue can be relied upon, because God is beyond compare
- “l am God and there is no other. | am God and there is none like me” (46:9).
When we're tempted to turn to other people or things for rescue or hope,
[saiah exposes the folly of idolatry and calls us to return to the Lord.

Yahweh is able to overturn Israel’s exile,
he is willing to act on their behalf,
and his word of promise can be trusted
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On the one hand, the promised rescue relates to Israel’s political situation
- exiled and enslaved in Babylon. God promises that he will raise up his
anointed, Cyrus (the future King of Persia), who will defeat the
Babylonians, and restore the Israelites to their land.

However, Judah’s exile is also deserved - it’s a result of their sin.

So more than rescue from Babylon, they need to be rescued from sin and
judgement. And so in promising rescue, comfort and return, Isaiah
introduces the character of the Servant. He is the one God would send,
and who would suffer for the sake of his people, being punished in their
place. This is a theme that culminates in the glorious verses of Isaiah 53.

More than rescue from Babylon,
they need to be rescued from sin and judgement

(The Cyrus Cylinder inscribed in Babylonian cuneiform script from 6BC.
It’s named after Cyrus the Great, founder of the Persian Empire,
who conquered Babylon in 539BC)

Chapters 56-66

In chapter 56 the scene shifts further into the future, to the time of the
return from exile (which happened under Cyrus, King of Persia). It's a
return that will be bittersweet for God’s people. Yes, they’ll be restored to
Jerusalem, but only by the permission of a foreign kingdom.
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So how will God’s people continue, given their weakness and inadequacy?
How will they lead righteous and godly lives when they are still the same
sinful people they were at the start of the book?

God’s answer is to promise an Anointed Conqueror who will empower his
people and lead them on in the restoration of the nation so that they are
part of the New Jerusalem. Does that sound like anyone you might have
heard of?

SO WHY JUST CHAPTERS 1-12?

[t might seem strange that we’re just focussing on chapters 1-12 this time,
and yet here’s the good news:

In chapters 1-12 Isaiah puts everything he wants to talk about on the
table. The rest of the book then unpacks things in greater colour and detail.

“The Christian faith is intensely real and practical;
we decide each day, each hour, each minute
whom we shall follow.”




UNDERSTANDING HEBREW POETRY

Part of the genius of Isaiah (and the Holy Spirit as the primary author!) is in
the way the book is written.

Isaiah doesn’t simply give us line after line of detached statements about
Yahweh (the personal name the bible gives us for God), but instead he lays
out this large-scale vision of how God’s at work in creation and history...
and what that then means for his people.

To put it another way, it means the structure of the whole book and the
order in which things are said, are as important as the individual details of
what is being said.

As an example, a superficial reading of Isaiah might make you think that
he says the same thing over and over and over and over... for 66 chapters.
So a quick glance might leave us wondering why he doesn’t just tell us ‘God
will judge and restore his people’ and then move on to something else?

But what [ hope we’ll start to notice, is that his 66 chapters are far more
than repetition.

Think of it like the most brilliant piece of music.

The total effect of the book is more
like listening to a symphony (with
themes which repeat, change,
merge) than a straightforward
statement of fact.

Each image, conversation, episode
and theme are building upon each
other, combining together into this
great theme across many different
perspectives. It’s like a
kaleidoscope of colour giving a
full-orbed picture, a surround-

sound experience. | —
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Something Called Parallelism
I know, I know, but bear with me!

Parallelism is a clever little tool lots of writers use, not to say the same
thing twice, but a way of advancing, deepening and nuancing the point
being made.

[saiah 1:3 says:
The ox knows its master, the donkey its owner’s manger,

but Israel does not know, my people do not understand.”

Do you see how he uses the example of a donkey to make a pretty blunt
point about God’s people?

The first line unpacks the second - even a donkey can figure out where to
sleep at night, but God’s people are so stuck in sin and mess that they

don’t even have that sense.

You don’t want to be a donkey, do you?

UNDERSTANDING BIBLICAL

PROPHECY

Prophets come up loads of times in the bible - and other religions claim
them, too.

Simply put, a prophet is someone claiming to speak on behalf of God
and as his authorised messenger. He or she is the one who mediates
communication from the divine, who says, “Thus says the Lord...”

(Interestingly, there’s a good biblical case to be made for describing
preaching as prophesying - and that’s what Christians throughout previous

generations have done).

Now, it’s easy to claim to be a prophet, but how do we know and how do
we spot the fakes? Well, the bible helps us in Deuteronomy 18:
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1. Firstof all, a prophet must claim to speak on behalf of Yahweh, the
one true Lord of all.

2. Secondly, the words of a prophet must match and agree with what
God has already said (God is not a liar nor ever contradicts himself).

3. Thirdly, what've they’d said must come true!
To speak in God’s name was - and is! - a serious and sober task:

- “A prophet who presumes to speak in my name anything I have not
commanded, or a prophet who speaks in the name of other gods, is to be
put to death.” Deuteronomy 18:20

- “Not many of you should become teachers... because you know that we
who teach will be judged more strictly.” James 3:1

- “Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep's clothing,
but inwardly they are ferocious wolves.” Matthew 7:15

While other prophets (like Micah) often have a direct link between a
prophesy and it’s fulfilment, Isaiah can be slightly more complex.

One of the things Isaiah often does is draw a connection between one
particular instance of divine judgment within history and describe it in
such a way as to point us to God’s final judgment of all things.

We get this in chapter 13, for example, where Babylon’s downfall is
described in such cataclysmic ways that we’'re meant to see it as an early
tremor of God'’s final destruction of the old, wicked order of things.

To put it another way, Isaiah over-describes a situation to help us to see its
true significance and how the defeat of Babylon is one part of that ultimate
destruction.

Isaiah will often describe acts of judgment and
restoration in their fullest possible aspect, even when
that fullest possible aspect did not fully come into
being in the particular historical event he describes
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Picture it like a mountain range. If you're walking up a hill or mountain,
often the only peak you can see is the one in front of you, and it’s logical to
assume that’s the top. But as soon as you get to it, you realise there’s
another peak in the distance that's higher and the short fulfilment you’d
expected is actually just one part of a much bigger picture.

o

Biblical prophecy can be like that.
f"’
-

Initial fulfilment  Second fulfilment Ultimate fulfilment
inlsaiah’sday  in Jesus’ coming in Jesus’ return

What Isaiah says can come true more than once, and in more than one
kind of way.

In any suffering, the inevitable question of why God
would allow this crosses our minds.
Yet for the Christian, God remains sovereign in a
universe where the creation will never fully
understand the mind of the Creator...

We do, however, have a choice to put our trust in God.
When understanding reaches its limit and guesswork
steps in we must return to God’s Word.

As Hudson Taylor famously wrote:
‘If Christ is not Lord of all then he is not Lord at all’
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SERIES OVERVIEW

In the table below, you can see how we’re dividing it up into sections each
week. In just 11 weeks covering all 12 chapters gives us far too much to
try to look at every verse.

Sometimes the sections are so long that we’'ll just take a short passage
from the section, rather than trying to tackle the whole thing.

Sun 24th Aug
Isaiah 1:1-20

1:18: "Come now, let us reason together,” says the LORD.
"Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white
as snow; though they are red as crimson, they shall be like
wool.

Isaiah begins by helping the people see more deeply into
the reasons for the troubles they are experiencing, as
they slide into decline. They’re taking God for granted,
but don't even realise it.

Sun 31st Aug
Isaiah 1:21-31

God’s people have rebelled against him. Their moral
standards are so low that “the faithful city has become a
whore.”

Though they should be a ‘light to the nations’, they’re
besieged by them; despite calling themselves God’s
people, their hearts are far from Him; though they
should be holy, their community life is marked by
injustice and evil.

There are only two options before them: either turn, do
what’s just and right, and live, or continue to indulge in
the false pleasures of their idols and die.
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Sun 7th Sept
Isaiah 2:1-22

2:17-18: The arrogance of man will be brought low and
the pride of men humbled; the LORD alone will be exalted
in that day, and the idols will totally disappear.

Chapter 2 reminds us God’s focus is not only individual
salvation but how His people together display his glory
in the world. This section contrasts the present-day
Judah (2:6-4:1; 5:1-30), with the future hope of a
restored nation (2:1-5; 4:2-6).

Sun 14th Sept
Isaiah 3:1-4:1

I[saiah describes the judgment coming upon the
irresponsible men (3:1-15) and materialistic women
(3:16-4:1) of his generation.

In their desperation, the people will look around for
anyone, however unqualified, who might take
responsibility and offer hope. But no one is willing. No
one believes the people have a future worth fighting for.

3:6: A man will seize one of his brothers in his father’s
house, and say, “You have a cloak, you be our leader; take
charge of this heap of ruins!”

Sun 21st Sept
Isaiah 4:2-5:30

The centre of this section is “the Lord will create” (v. 5).
What he “took away” (3:1, 18) from his people he will
give back to his people, and better than before. The
losses people experienced will someday be replaced
with the glories of God’s loving, calming grace.

“I will sing for the one I love a song about his vineyard.”
5:1

Isaiah disarms us with a love song. This friend provides
for his vineyard, defends it, and cultivates it. He thinks of
everything. But instead of beautiful fruit, we produce
stinking, bitter grapes (v.6) and bring upon ourselves 6
grievous sorrows (v.8-30)
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Sun 28th Sept
Isaiah 6:1-13

6:5 "Woe to me!" I cried. "l am ruined! For I am a man of
unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips,
and my eyes have seen the King, the LORD Almighty."

The combination of Israel’s sinfulness and God’s
holiness means devastating judgement for Israel. But
there is hope - Isaiah represents a group within Israel to
whom God will reveal himself and who will realise their
sin, seek forgiveness and grace, and respond in
obedience.

It is a great and glorious vision of God the King.

Sun 5th Oct
Isaiah 7:1-25

7:9: “If you do not stand firm in your faith, you will not
stand at all”

Isaiah tells the story of the crisis of his generation. The
powerful and cruel Assyrian empire set out to conquer
the smaller states nearby. In response, the kingdom of
Israel joined forces with Syria in a pact of mutual
defence.

I[saiah appeals for Ahaz to remain calm and confident.
God will make sure that these two bullies, Israel and
Syria, will come to nothing, but Ahaz must hold fast in
his faith (v.9).

God even offers a miraculous sign of his commitment
(v.10-12), but Ahaz refuses his kindness with a
hypocritical evasion. God knows when he’s being
rejected. [saiah denounces Ahaz’s stubborn unbelief, but
also promises miraculous, living proof of God’s saving
presence with his people (v.14-16).
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Sun 12th Oct
Isaiah 8:11-9:7

9:6: “And he will be called Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty
God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.”

Judah is threatened by Israel (in the north) and Syria.
When challenged to trust God, Ahaz fails, believing an
alliance with Assyria can help him more. In response,
Isaiah prophesies judgement and salvation: God will
bring Assyria to destroy Judah, but they’ll not be totally
wiped out. God will then raise up a new king ‘Immanuel’
who'll rule rightly.

Sun 19th Oct
Isaiah 9:8-
10:34

Isaiah now looks beyond the southern kingdom of Judah
and speaks to the northern kingdom of Israel. They too
are making a significant decision, choosing the path of
their own smug “pride” and “arrogance of heart” (v.8-9).
For this sin, God will send his wrath (v.12,17, 21).

Isaiah then helps us see the sovereign rule of God over -
and even through - the evil rulers of this world. God
is never defeated but always at work.

10:5-6: “Woe to the Assyrian, rod of my anger, in whose
hand is the club of my wrath! I send him against a godless
nation, I dispatch him against a people who anger me.”

Sun 26th Oct
Isaiah 11:1-16

11: 1-3: A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse;
from his roots a Branch will bear fruit. The Spirit of
the Lord will rest on him... and he will delight in the
fear of the Lord.”

Chapter 10 concludes with a grim vision. The world
looks like a vast forest chopped down to bare stumps,
with no new growth, no future, no hope. But suddenly, in
chapter 11, amid that scene of worldwide devastation, a
little sprig of human life appears, and a whole new
world is born.

Isaiah looks ahead to the birth of Jesus our Messiah and
then all the way to his triumphant second coming (v.1-9)
and the glorious vision of his new creation.
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Sun 2rd Nov
Isaiah 12:1-6

12:2: “Surely God is my salvation; I will trust and not be
afraid. The LORD, the LORD, is my strength and my song;
he has become my salvation.”

I[saiah concludes his great declaration of God’s grace
redeeming us from all our failures (6:1-12:6). Here he’s
still looking into the future, when the world will be new
forever (11:1-16) and “they shall not hurt or destroy in
all my holy mountain” (11:9), but now he restates it in a
positive and personal way.

It is a wonderful, hope-filled song of praise, looking
ahead to the future glorified people of God.

A PRAYER FOR THE SERIES

Gracious and Holy God, thank you for the gift of your word and for these

chapters of Isaiah. As we journey through them together, open our hearts

to hear both your warning and your promise. Confront us where our lives
have drifted and draw us again into your presence.

Heavenly Father, give us courage to repent, faith to trust, and hope to
rejoice in the day when the Lord Jesus returns and this world is made new.
May we see in Christ the light that shines in the darkness, and may that
light transform us into a people of justice, mercy, and peace.

We pray through Jesus Christ, our Redeemer and King. Amen.

ISAIAH

THE LORD SAVES




