MEET THE WRITER
Bryan Beyer wrote these Bible studies drawn from the Book of Isaiah.
Some of the writer’s work in these sessions coincided with an extended visit
to Jerusalem, where Isaiah’s prophetic ministry took place centuries ago.
Dr. Beyer is associate provost and dean of the College of Arts and Sciences at
Columbia International University in Columbia, South Carolina. The heart
of his educational ministry is to help young people know God better, find
God’s direction for their lives, and go after that direction with passion. He
regularly leads summer study tours to the land of Israel and has taught Bible
courses in overseas settings such as Costa Rica, Albania, and Germany. An
experienced writer and Bible scholar, Dr. Beyer published Encountering the
Book of Isaiah: A Historical and Theological Survey in 2007.
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FROM THE TEAM LEADER
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
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INTRODUCTION TO ISAIAH
I received my first Bible at age seven as a gift from my church family. Even
as a young reader of the Scriptures, I was fascinated by the prophetic books
in the Old Testament. It was particularly amazing to read a passage in the
Old Testament that talked about what would happen in the future and then
turn to a New Testament passage describing that promised event’s coming to
pass. Needless to say, experiences like that impressed on me at a young age
that God could be trusted and His Word was true!
One of the prophetic books that I found most fascinating to read—and still
find fascinating to this day—is the Book of Isaiah. Many Bible readers refer
to Isaiah as the prince of prophets because of the length of his ministry, the
impact of his messages, and the boldness of his faith. Christ and His followers
used the recorded preaching of Isaiah more than any other Old Testament
prophet to explain the Messiah’s nature and purpose as well as the meaning
of the gospel and the events to come in the end times. Thus, the Book of Isaiah
well deserves to be on every Christian’s favorite reading list.
PURPOSE AND SETTING
Prophetic literature generally includes two major aspects—forthtelling and
foretelling. Forthtelling refers to a prophet’s addressing the concerns of his
own times with a God-given message. These messages can have timeless
application as well, but primarily they are focused on an issue of the prophet’s
own historical context. Foretelling refers to prophetic messages that reveal
future events. Such messages nevertheless encourage God’s people in the
present day. Many of Isaiah’s prophetic messages focus primarily on his
generation. Some, however, clearly point to a distant future, whether to the
Messiah’s appearance or to the even more distant future of the end times.
Isaiah lived and prophesied during the reigns of four kings of Judah:
Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah (Isa. 1:1). Bible historians generally
agree that Isaiah’s ministry spanned the second half of the eighth century
BC—that is, approximately 742–700. During this time, Assyria dominated
the ancient Near East, extending its empire westward to subjugate smaller
nations such as Aram (Syria), Israel (the Northern Kingdom), and to some
extent Judah (the Southern Kingdom). The Lord strategically placed Isaiah
in this crucial period of Judah’s history to help His people know His plans.
WRITER
Israelite prophets arose from the various tribes that comprised Israel and
Judah. In this respect, prophets differed from priests and Levites, who
6
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were specified to come from the tribe of Levi. The primary Hebrew word for
prophet (nabi’) literally means “one who is called.” Thus, the term stresses
Isaiah’s special appointment by and relationship to Yahweh, Israel’s God.
Isaiah appears to have enjoyed regular access to Judah’s royal court. He
spoke directly with King Ahaz on at least one occasion (7:1-17) and later had
multiple audiences with Ahaz’s son and successor, Hezekiah (37:1-7,21-35;
38:1-8; 39:3-8). Some ancient Jewish texts outside the Bible suggest that
Isaiah was in fact related to Judah’s royal line, but that possibility remains
uncertain. In any case, the prophet boldly and directly approached the
successive kings of Judah with God’s messages.
With the rise of modern historical criticism, some Bible scholars proposed
that Isaiah wrote only chapters 1–39 of the book and that chapters 40–66
were added later by prophetic disciples of Isaiah. However, the fact that
predictive messages (foretelling) are found in chapters 1–39—some of
which point far beyond Isaiah’s time—supports the traditional view that
Isaiah also wrote chapters 40–66 as predictive prophecy. In addition, New
Testament writers attribute quotations from Isaiah without making any
distinction between the sections. Further, the Book of Isaiah contains all
sixty-six chapters in all of the extant manuscript evidence.
ORGANIZATION
Broadly speaking, the Book of Isaiah can be organized into two main sections,
chapters 1–35 and 40–66, with a brief historical bridge section, chapters
36–39, linking the two main sections. In Isaiah 1–35, Assyria looms as the
major world power and existential threat to Judah’s future as a nation. Many
of Isaiah’s prophecies in these chapters refer to Assyria (Isa. 10:5-34; 33:1-24;
36–37); however, other surrounding nations and the threats they posed to
Judah also are addressed (see chaps. 13–23). Isaiah also interspersed in these
chapters a number of prophecies that foretell the Messiah’s coming.
Isaiah 36–39 forms a historical connection between the two major sections
of the Book of Isaiah. Chapters 36–37 recall God’s intervention against the
Assyrian empire during the reign of King Hezekiah. As such, these two
chapters form a fitting conclusion to the first half of the book. Chapters
38–39 then introduce the presence and influence of a nascent Babylonian
threat that eventually brought about the destruction of Jerusalem and the
exile of God’s people to Babylon in 586 BC. Isaiah’s prophetic condemnation
of Hezekiah’s openness to a Babylonian delegation set the stage for the
seventy-year exile of God’s people and the messages of forgiveness and
restoration that are found in chapters 40–66.
Three recurring themes dominate the second main section of the Book
of Isaiah. First, God sent His people into exile as disciplinary judgment for
E x pl or e t h e B i bl e
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their sins. God had long warned His people through prophets such as Isaiah
that if they did not turn back to Him, He would bring judgment. When the
people stubbornly refused to repent, God did precisely what He promised.
Second, the Babylonian captivity showcased that the Lord—and He
alone—is God. Further, He alone is in control of history. None of the false
gods worshiped in the ancient world could make such a claim.
Third, the Lord’s overarching purpose is to redeem His people from their
sins. He used human deliverers—even the pagan king Cyrus—yet also
pointed ahead to the coming of a Deliverer (Messiah) whose nature and
mission was both eternal and spiritual.
KEY THEMES
God’s Sovereignty—Isaiah proclaimed that the Lord is sovereign over the
whole universe. Therefore, He is sovereign over all nations. Further, God is
sovereign over His covenant people. He could send them into captivity as
discipline, and He could bring them out of exile and restore them.
The Holy One of Israel—This is more than a divine title; it is a revelation of
the Lord’s nature. He alone is holy, set apart, and uniquely God. Moreover,
the Lord is a covenant-making God, revealing Himself and His commands to
the people He calls into a covenant relationship.
Servant—The theme of servant in Isaiah is multifaceted. It could describe
individuals such as Eliakim, one of the king’s officials (Isa. 22:20) or the
people of Israel collectively (41:8; 49:3). The servant theme is ultimately
centered on the Messiah, a theme fulfilled in Jesus Christ.
CHRIST IN THE BOOK OF ISAIAH
Isaiah 7:14 foreshadows Christ’s supernatural birth to the virgin Mary and
predicts that He will be known as Immanuel, a name meaning “God with
us.” Isaiah 9:6-7 foretells further that Christ will rule over God’s people,
establishing a kingdom of perfect justice and righteousness that never ends.
Isaiah 11:1-2 specifies that Christ will be born in the human lineage of King
David yet will also display the everpresent Spirit of the Lord—a foreshadowing
of the Messiah’s full deity and full humanity. The so-called “servant songs”
in 42:1-9, 49:1-13, 50:4-11, and 52:13–53:12 present an increasingly clear
prophetic view of the coming Messiah’s role as the Savior not only of Israel
but indeed of those from every tribe, tongue, nation, and people who look to
God in faith (see 49:6). Isaiah 53:1-12 in particular describes with uncanny
precision the sacrificial death and victorious resurrection that Jesus Christ
later experienced on behalf of sinners.
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OUTLINE OF ISAIAH
I.
II.
III.

Rebuke and Promise from the Lord (1:1–6:13)
The Promise of Immanuel (7:1–12:6)
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.
VIII.
IX.

The Greatness of God (40:1–48:22)
Peace Brought by the Servant-Messiah (49:1–57:21)
The Program of Peace (58:1–66:24)

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).

E x pl or e t h e B i bl e
© 2020 LifeWay Christian Resources

9

Session 1

|

Isaiah 1:10-20

God Confronts
God confronts His people about the consequences of their actions.
Actions have consequences. Isaac Newton’s third law of motion states that
for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. The reactions to our
actions can be helpful or hurtful, good or bad; but they are consequences
just the same. Some people might think their bad actions will have no real
consequences or at most will impact them alone. In reality, our actions always
have consequences, and the consequences can impact many others, not just us.
Sin always brings destructive consequences. Genesis 2:16-17 states, “And
the Lord God commanded the man, ‘You are free to eat from any tree of
the garden, but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and
evil, for on the day you eat from it, you will certainly die.’” The apostle Paul
wrote in his Letter to the Romans, “All have sinned and fall short of the glory
of God” (Rom. 3:23) and “the wages of sin is death” (6:23). The Scriptures are
unequivocal: Sin always destroys our lives by separating us from the One who
gave us life in the beginning.
Thankfully, God has provided for the forgiveness of sin through His Son,
Jesus Christ. Through faith in Christ, our guilt as sinners is forgiven forever
and the power of sin over us is broken. Nevertheless, when we as believers
fall into disobedience, temporal consequences result from our sinful actions.
This session begins our study in the Book of Isaiah, a message of both
judgment and salvation. The prophet Isaiah lived in Jerusalem during the
latter half of the eighth century BC. These were tumultuous years of social
upheaval, uncertain leadership, international threats, and spiritual decay
for God’s people in the land of Judah. The Lord sent Isaiah to confront the
people of God with a message of warning and an invitation to repent and
believe. The people’s spiritual rebellion and sinful actions would have severe
consequences. If they repented, they could experience the joy of God’s
cleansing and forgiveness. But if they continued in their disobedience, they
would face God’s judgment.
As we study Isaiah 1:10-20 in this session, may we also take heed to the
prophet’s opening message. What was true then is still true today. God
confronts His people about the consequences of their actions.

10
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
ISAIAH 1:1–4:6
Isaiah 1:1 identifies the sixty-six chapters of the book as a prophetic “vision”
about “Judah and Jerusalem” that was revealed to and proclaimed by “Isaiah
son of Amoz” in the latter half of the eighth century BC. The prophet’s public
ministry commenced with the death of Judah’s long-reigning King Uzziah
(see Isa. 6:1-13) around 740 BC and continued throughout the sixteen-year
reign of Jotham (see 2 Kings 15:32-33), the subsequent sixteen-year reign of
Ahaz (see 2 Kings 16:1-2), and the twenty-nine year reign of Hezekiah (see
2 Kings 18:1-2).
Isaiah’s opening message (Isa. 1:2-31) effectively put the citizens of Judah
on trial for their spiritual rebellion and sinful practices. They had abandoned
the Lord their God (1:4). He had tried to turn them back to Him through
various types of judgments, but they had not heeded (1:5-9). The prophet
compared the leaders of God’s people to the rulers of Sodom and Gomorrah
(1:10), two wicked cities God had destroyed in Abraham’s day (see Gen. 19).
Isaiah further declared that all of the people’s attempts to satisfy God
through empty worship meant nothing; they were useless. The Lord hated
His people’s hypocritical worship and would refuse to answer their prayers
(1:10-15). Nonetheless, God had a solution: repentance and a return to
faithfulness. The people could turn back to God with all their hearts, cease
doing evil, and learn to do what was good. If they did, they would enjoy God’s
blessing; if they did not, they would receive God’s judgment (1:16-31).
In chapter 2, the prophet foresaw a future time in which a restored
Jerusalem would be exalted and would know God’s peace (2:1-4). In light
of this vision, Isaiah challenged God’s people to walk in God’s light rather
than pursue the pagan practices of the surrounding idol-worshiping peoples
(2:5-11). Isaiah warned of a coming day in which God would judge those who
put their confidence in idols or human pride (2:12-22).
The Lord placed much blame for Judah’s situation on its disastrous leaders
(3:1-15). God would bring such a terrible judgment that the leaders would be
gone and the least qualified would suddenly find themselves in leadership
positions (3:6). In fact, the Lord accused the leaders of His people of grinding
the faces of the poor into the dust (3:15)!
In 3:16–4:1, the prophet called out the sinful, elite women of Jerusalem as
symbols of the nation’s sick pride. They dressed in gaudy attire and pranced
around wearing jingling ankle bracelets. On the day of the Lord’s judgment,
however, these same women would lose all their finery and would suddenly
realize that many of the city’s men had been killed in battle.
S e s s ion 1: God Confronts
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In 4:2-6, however, the prophet again described what God would do in
a future time to restore the glory of Zion (Jerusalem). Verses 2-6 are generally
understood to be a messianic reference foreshadowing the coming of Christ
to purify the city and call forth a holy remnant. The Lord would lead His
people again as faithfully as He led the Israelites in the wilderness, with
“a cloud of smoke by day and a glowing flame of fire by night” (4:5).

EXPLORE THE TEXT
EMPTY RITUALS (Isa. 1:10-15)
In Isaiah 1:6-9, the prophet described the measures God had taken to try to
turn His people back to Him. Had it not been for God’s patience and grace,
the holy city of Jerusalem would have faced the same destruction as the
ancient cities of Sodom and Gomorrah (1:9).
VERSE 10

Hear the word of the Lord, you rulers of Sodom! Listen to the
instruction of our God, you people of Gomorrah!
Isaiah challenged his people to hear the word of the Lord. The Hebrew
word translated hear essentially means “hear and obey.” It is the same word
translated “listen” in Deuteronomy 6:4—“Listen, Israel: The Lord our God,
the Lord is one.” The phrase the word of the Lord was a distinctive marker
of prophetic messages. Isaiah did not announce a personal opinion or a
word of popular affirmation. He brought a revealed message from the Lord
God of Israel. Thus, it was vital that the people of Judah take heed to the
prophet’s teaching.
Isaiah’s characterization of Jerusalem’s leaders as rulers of Sodom and
the citizens as people of Gomorrah implied that the Lord’s message to
them would be a warning of judgment. These two ancient cities first appear
in Scripture in Genesis 13:10-13, where the Bible records that Lot, Abraham’s
nephew, decided to move in the direction of Sodom, probably located in
the Jordan plains near the Dead Sea. Lot later moved inside the city of
Sodom—a city known for its wickedness. The Lord eventually destroyed
both Sodom and Gomorrah after sending angelic messengers to rescue Lot
and his family out of Sodom (Gen. 19:12-13,24-25).
Isaiah’s hearers must have been shocked to hear the prophet label the
holy city of Jerusalem and them with such derogatory names. However, the
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prophet’s point was clear: the leaders and people of Judah had fallen into
extreme corruption comparable to the wickedest cities in biblical memory.
Isaiah challenged the people to listen to the instruction of their God.
The Hebrew word rendered instruction (“law,” KJV; “teaching,” ESV) is torah
[TOH rah]. Eventually this term became applied as a title for the first five
books of the Old Testament, Genesis through Deuteronomy. Thus, the
term was broad enough to include not only law (Ex. 20–23) but also history
(Genesis), songs (Ex. 15; Deut. 32:1-43), worship procedures (Lev. 1–6), and
censuses (Num. 1:1-46; 26:1-65). All of these types of Scripture served as
vital instruction for the people of God. God’s Word gave His people (then and
now) all the guidance they needed to live faithfully as His holy people. The
problem was, however, that the people had stopped obeying God’s Word.
They had turned their backs on the Lord and had become comparable to the
ungodly people of Sodom and Gomorrah.
VERSE 11

“What are all your sacrifices to me?” asks the Lord. “I have had
enough of burnt offerings and rams and the fat of well-fed cattle;
I have no desire for the blood of bulls, lambs, or male goats.
The Lord questioned the motives of His people’s worship. The phrase
rendered all your sacrifices refers to a multitude of offerings being made. In
other words, the people of Judah had not stopped going to the Lord’s temple
and offering sacrifices. To the contrary, they gave more sacrifices. They kept
the altar of burnt offering busy with sacrifices of rams and the fat of wellfed cattle. According to Leviticus 1:3-17, burnt offerings were voluntary
sacrifices that signified a worshiper’s complete surrender, devotion, and
commitment to God. The expression fat of well-fed cattle suggests an
expensive offering, in this case made purely for show rather than out of
sincere devotion (see Mark 12:41-44).
The Lord declared through Isaiah that He had enough (“am full,” KJV;
“more than enough,” NIV) of the people’s sacrifices. Further, the Lord had
no desire for the blood of bulls, lambs, or male goats. Such a declaration
likely would have been a shock to the rulers and people of Judah. Had
not the Lord approved the building of the tabernacle and later the temple
(Ex. 25:8; 2 Sam. 7:12-13)? Had He not given the people detailed regulations
for sacrifices and offerings in the law (Lev. 1–7)?
Why would the Lord now declare that He had no desire for further
offerings? A clue to the answer can be found in 1 Kings 6:12-13. As King
Solomon began to build the temple, the Lord came to him and declared, “As
for this temple you are building—if you walk in my statutes, observe my
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ordinances, and keep all my commands by walking in them, I will fulfill
my promise to you, which I made to your father David. I will dwell among
the Israelites and not abandon my people Israel.” God’s people in Isaiah’s
day might have increased their worship rituals, but they had abandoned
obedience to the Lord’s commands for holy living. They were, in effect,
trying to buy God’s favor and protection through insincere worship. In the
space of two verses, Isaiah had likened the people’s spiritual condition to the
wickedness of Sodom and Gomorrah—two cities God had destroyed—and
then told the people God desired no more of their hypocritical worship.
VERSE 12

When you come to appear before me, who requires this from
you—this trampling of my courts?
The words come to appear before me describe the people’s frequent
appearances at the temple for the purpose of offering sacrifices. The words who
requires this from you were not intended to suppress worship attendance.
Rather, they were an accusation that the people had substituted empty
rituals for genuine worship. The Hebrew word rendered trampling (“tread,”
KJV) denotes the irreverent manner in which the people approached God.
Isaiah’s words challenge us as believers today in regard to our motives for
church attendance and worship practices. We too can be tempted to substitute
rituals for genuine worship. Going through the motions insincerely—
whether attending worship, giving offerings, singing songs, and voicing
prayers—changes nothing. God considers these activities worthless if they
are not demonstrations of true devotion. Genuine worship changes the heart
and results in Christlike living not only in church but also in our homes,
workplaces, and recreational locations.
VERSE 13

Stop bringing useless offerings. Your incense is detestable
to me. New Moons and Sabbaths, and the calling of solemn
assemblies—I cannot stand iniquity with a festival.
The Lord continued the indictment of His people’s worship. He challenged
the people to stop bringing useless offerings. The Hebrew word translated
offerings may be a reference either to offerings in general or, more specifically,
to the grain offering described in Leviticus 2. The grain offering was
a voluntary gift that expressed gratitude to God for a good crop. In either
case, if the worshiper was insincere or was trying to buy God’s favor with
the offering, it was useless (“vain,” KJV; ESV; “meaningless,” NIV). This is the
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same Hebrew word found in the third commandment to condemn the sinful
misuse of God’s name (Ex. 20:7).
The altar of incense in the tabernacle (and later in the temple) was situated
in front of the holy of holies or most holy place, where the ark of the covenant
resided (Ex. 30:6; see 1 Kings 6:20-22). The burning of incense came to be
associated with the prayers of God’s people (Ps. 141:2; Rev. 5:8). Yet, if prayers
are insincere or are comprised of rote repetition of words (Matt. 6:5,7), they
are detestable (“an abomination,” KJV; ESV) to the Lord.
New Moons and Sabbaths were occasions for God’s people to celebrate
His work in their lives. As indicated by the name, the new moon festival was
a monthly celebration; special offerings and trumpet blasts characterized the
festivities (see Num. 10:10; 28:11-15; Ps. 81:3). Sabbaths were weekly festivals
in obedience to the Lord’s command to commemorate His work of creation
(Ex. 20:8-11). Worshipers ceased from their normal daily labor and came
together in a sacred assembly before God (Lev. 23:2-3). Solemn assemblies
(“convocations,” ESV; NIV) might be organized for a variety of reasons. Often
they were reactions to times of national crisis during which the people and
their leaders fasted and prayed for God’s help (see 2 Chron. 20:3-5; Joel
2:15-17). Yet, the idea that God’s people kept on living wickedly (iniquity)
even as they celebrated a festival or conducted a solemn assembly was deeply
offensive to God. The words I cannot stand can also mean “I cannot endure.”
God, who was (and is) full of patience, was wearied by His people’s hypocrisy.
VERSE 14

I hate your New Moons and prescribed festivals. They have
become a burden to me; I am tired of putting up with them.
The phrase prescribed festivals (“appointed feasts,” KJV; ESV) likely
refers to the annual festivals—Passover and the accompanying Festival of
Unleavened Bread, Festival of Weeks, and Festival of Shelters or Booths—
at which all Israelite males were expected to appear before the Lord at
His sanctuary (Deut. 16:16-17). The people were to gather at these times
to celebrate what God had done in their lives. These were high holy days,
yet in Isaiah’s time the Lord declared the festivals had become a burden
(“a trouble,” KJV) to Him. He had grown tired of putting up with them.
The people’s persistent hypocrisy would bring severe consequences.
VERSE 15

When you spread out your hands in prayer, I will refuse to look
at you; even if you offer countless prayers, I will not listen.
Your hands are covered with blood.
S e s s ion 1: God Confronts
© 2020 LifeWay Christian Resources

15

Isaiah 1:15 begins to outline the consequences God’s people would face if
they did not recognize their sinfulness and repent. The Lord would no longer
hear their prayers! God’s people should tremble at the thought of His turning
from them and leaving them to their own sinful ways (see Rom. 1:24,26,28).
The meaning behind the phrase spread out your hands in prayer can
denote either praise or dependence on God—perhaps even both. Done
insincerely, however, such a gesture will not get God’s attention. The words
rendered I will refuse to look at you literally are “I will hide my eyes from
you.” When the eyes of the Lord are hidden from people, they are in danger
of sin’s consequences (Ps. 34:15-16; 1 Pet. 3:12). Offering countless prayers
without sincerity accomplishes nothing. God will not listen. The Hebrew
word rendered listen implies both hearing and responding. God will not
respond favorably to people’s insincere prayers.
The people’s hypocrisy was evidenced by the fact that their hands were
covered with blood. Then, as now, bloodstained hands are a symbol of
wickedness and injustice. The picture presented in verse 15 is utterly ironic:
People were stretching out bloodstained hands toward heaven in an effort
to garner God’s favor so they could keep on living wickedly! God expects
His people to worship Him in spirit and in truth. Christian faith is not
a show we perform as actors. It is a way of life—a transformed way of life.
We demonstrate the reality of our faith in Christ by the way that we live (Jas.
2:18). What a great challenge for believers today!

E X PL OR E F UR THER
Read the article titled “Sacrifice and Offering” on pages 1398–1401 in the
Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How do faith and
obedience go hand in hand? What lessons does God want us to learn today
through keeping His commands?

TRUE FOLLOWERS (Isa. 1:16-17)
In verses 10-15, Isaiah brought God’s indictment against His people,
exposed their hypocrisy, and warned of sin’s consequences. In these verses,
the prophet Isaiah presented a remedy to the people’s sinful state.
VERSE 16

“Wash yourselves. Cleanse yourselves. Remove your evil deeds
from my sight. Stop doing evil.
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The commands to wash yourselves and cleanse yourselves could describe
ritual cleansing. In light of verses 10-15, however, the Lord was not suggesting
that His people merely needed to perform a different or additional empty
ritual. They needed a cleansing of the heart! External words and actions can
be significant if they evidence genuine faith. Rituals without faith, however,
are meaningless (see Rom. 2:28-29).
God challenged His people to remove their evil deeds from His sight
(“from before mine eyes,” KJV). As long as the people of God persisted in
acting corruptly and treating one another unjustly, their attempts to worship
the Lord were not only empty but also offensive. “If anyone says, ‘I love God,’
and yet hates his brother or sister, he is a liar” (1 John 4:20a). The Lord did
not want to see His people’s evil deeds continue. He further commanded
them to stop doing evil. God wanted the people to rid their lives of all that
opposed Him and His law.
Isaiah was talking about genuine repentance in this verse, not turning over
a new leaf or adopting the latest self-help strategy. We cannot save ourselves.
We cannot defeat sin in our own strength. The New Testament makes explicit
that repentance is a surrender of our hearts to the transforming work of
God’s Spirit (Acts 5:30-33; Rom. 12:1-2).
VERSE 17

Learn to do what is good. Pursue justice. Correct the oppressor.
Defend the rights of the fatherless. Plead the widow’s cause.
Genuine spiritual transformation goes beyond simply not doing evil. God’s
people are to learn to do what is good. What does that look like in real life?
For the people in Isaiah’s day, it meant doing an about face in the way they
had been treating others. Instead of mistreating their neighbors, they were
to act with integrity (pursue justice). Instead of supporting or shielding
bullies, they were to correct the oppressor (“relieve the oppressed,” KJV;
“correct oppression,” ESV; “defend the oppressed,” NIV). (Some English Bible
translations render this Hebrew expression in terms of helping the ones who
are oppressed so that it is parallel with the other actions.) Instead of ignoring
or taking advantage of vulnerable members of the population, they are to
defend the rights of orphans and widows. Godly living is far more than
adhering to a list of “do nots.” It boldly takes the initiative to do what is good.
The apostle Paul instructed Timothy to flee immoral ways (1 Tim. 6:11).
Sometimes people think a mark of spiritual maturity is seeing how close
to evil they can wander without actually giving in to it. Such an attitude
does not demonstrate spiritual maturity; rather, it demonstrates spiritual
foolishness. The Lord desires us to stay away from sin and to fully embrace all
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He has for us in His Word. As we submit ourselves to God, ceasing to do evil
and learning God’s good ways, we become the people God intends us to be.

E X PL OR E F UR THER
Read the article titled “Forgiveness” on pages 589–590 in the Holman
Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How would you explain
the relationship between God’s forgiveness of you and your forgiveness
of others? What are some specific ways you as a believer can put into
practice the Christlike actions listed in Isaiah 1:17?

REPENTANCE REQUIRED (Isa. 1:18-20)
Through the prophet Isaiah, the Lord had brought His rebellious, disobedient
people into court. The evidence of their guilt was both clear and convincing
(Isa. 1:10-15). Yet, there was still a remedy available. The question was
whether God’s people were willing to repent and confess their sins.
VERSE 18

“Come, let us settle this,” says the Lord. “Though your sins are
scarlet, they will be as white as snow; though they are crimson
red, they will be like wool.
The words come, let us settle this (“let us reason together,” KJV; ESV)
comprise one of the great divine invitations in Scripture (see also Isa. 55:1-3;
Matt. 11:28-30; Rev. 22:17). What Isaiah knew in his day about God’s
merciful nature is also what the apostle Peter learned through personal
experience: “The Lord … is patient with you, not wanting any to perish but
all to come to repentance” (2 Pet. 3:9).
God’s statement though your sins are scarlet reflected reality. The
people’s wickedness had stained their lives through and through. Yet, God
had the power and grace to forgive His repentant people and make their
hearts clean—as white as snow. In an example of poetic parallelism,
the Lord reiterated that He could transform His people’s hearts from the
crimson red stain of sin to the white wool purity of godliness (see Rev. 1:14).
VERSE 19

If you are willing and obedient, you will eat the good things
of the land.
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Isaiah presented a positive alternative for God’s people. He wanted them to
be willing and obedient to turn back to God’s ways. A willing heart could
lead to an obedient life, and that was what God wanted. Obedience to God’s
commands begins with a willingness to submit to Him. Our obedience flows
from our love for Him. Jesus told His disciples that if they truly loved Him,
they would keep His commands (John 14:15).
Isaiah then described the blessing that would come if the people turned
to God in willing obedience—they would once again eat the good things
of the land. This was one of the covenant blessings for faithfulness about
which Moses had instructed the people of Israel before their entry into the
promised land (Deut. 28:4-5). Then and now, God’s blessings on His faithful
people can take many forms. Moreover, many of His blessings are not
material and temporal; they are spiritual and eternal.
VERSE 20

But if you refuse and rebel, you will be devoured by the sword.”
For the mouth of the Lord has spoken.
If the people turned back to the Lord and confessed their sins, they would
experience good consequences. But if they rejected the Lord’s gracious
invitation and continued in their spiritual rebellion, they would be devoured
by the sword. Here the prophet was using the word sword figuratively—it
represented invading armies that would wield weapons against the helpless
people of Judah and Jerusalem.
Isaiah concluded his opening message to the people and leaders of Judah
by reminding them of its source: for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.
The people must not imagine that Isaiah was simply giving his opinions
on the state of the nation. He was delivering an authorized, authoritative
message straight from God. The Lord never gives empty promises or makes
idle threats. His powerful word always accomplishes what He wishes to do—
whether in judgment or blessing (Isa. 55:11).
The Lord is a holy God. He loves His people, but He hates our rebellion and
disobedience. May we hear and heed Isaiah’s call to repentance!

E X PL OR E F UR THER
Read the article titled “Repentance” on pages 1344–1345 in the Holman
Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What role does
repentance play in a person’s salvation? How does repentance play a role
in the believer’s ongoing relationship with Christ?
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