
ARISE, SHINE, FOR YOUR LIGHT HAS COME: 
STUDIES IN ISAIAH 50-66 

 
Notes For Week One: Lif t Up  You r Ey es To The Heavens (Isaiah 50:1-51:6) 

 
In the climactic section of Isaiah, the prophet becomes increasingly direct in appealing to his 
hearers.  He calls them - and us - to embrace the purpose and the calling that God has given us, 
even if this means turning from things that we once valued highly.  T o the prophet’ s previous 
points, this passage also adds some new aspects of the ministry to which God calls his servant. 
 
Review/ Overview Of Isaiah So F ar 
 
The book of Isaiah explains at length God's desire to call out a remnant of believers from an 
unbelieving world.  The idea of a remnant was a frequent theme in the history of ancient Israel, 
and it has often been a part of God's plans since then.  Isaiah's promise that "a remnant will 
return" is meant for his original listeners as well as for future generations (Isaiah 1-28). 
 
In the middle portion of the book, the prophet emphasizes and explains that God is "the sure 
foundation for your times".  God is the only true Creator, only God can meet our deepest needs, 
and only God will always be there for us.  But it is up to us to choose between God's peace and 
the world's idols (Isaiah 29-49). 
 
The last portion of this section (Isaiah 40-49) examines in detail the relationship between the 
Lord and his servant.  The calling and the nature of the Lord's servant are much different from 
the things that the worldly live by.  In Isaiah 49, the prophet describes the blessedness of the time 
of God's favor, which he also calls the day of salvation.  In Jesus, we have these blessings 
waiting for us any time that we humbly turn to God. 
 
Now (Isaiah 50-66), Isaiah will call his readers to "arise, shine, for your light has come".  When 
we can see the contrast between this world's values and God's priorities, when we take a good 
look at the implications of each of them, then there is no reason not to welcome the opportunity 
God has given us for grace, new life, and salvation. 
 
Sold  B ecause Of Sin (Isaiah 50 :1-3) 
 
Sin is the central problem in our relationship with God.  This is true on every level, both 
individually and collectively.  Yet our fleshly nature is such that we persist in blaming our 
problems and struggles on other things, instead of recognizing that sin always has been, and 
always will be, the main issue.  Thus we need to understand it and to accept God's cure for it. 
 
Many of our spiritual struggles arise from not understanding that sin is the basic problem that 
underlies so many other difficulties (50:1)*.  Our earthly human nature leads us to think of sin in 
terms of what is or is not a sin, or in terms of how bad a particular sin might be, rather than in 
terms of what sin does to our relationship with God. 
 

* Also compare 50:1-2 with Isaiah 59:1-2, which is perhaps better-known. 
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The rhetorical questions in verse 1 point out that our separation from God did not come about by 
a mother's divorce (that is, that no one is separated from God by circumstances out of their 
control), nor is it the result of debt (that is, our problems with God are not simply a matter of 
trying to follow rules, of trying to do more 'good' things than 'bad' things).  Rather, our struggle 
to know God is caused by our own transgressions and sins - not one or two particularly bad or 
spectacular sins, but the uncleanness before God that any and all sin causes. 
 
To put it another way, God's opposition to sin is neither an arbitrary attitude nor an authoritarian 
command.  It is God's very nature that makes it impossible to allow the unclean in his presence.  
Thus, if we wish to know him, it does not help to try to do enough 'good' things that they might 
cancel out the 'bad'.  We can come to him only if all of our sins have been completely forgiven. 
 
This helps explain why, when Isaiah's generation called to God, there was no answer (50:2-3).  
And it explains why God may seem not to answer us sometimes.  Does God lack the strength to 
take care of any need or question, whether serious or trivial?  Does God not see or understand the 
many problems in our world?  Does he not know how to help or how to solve the problems? 
 
God does have the strength, and the hearing, and the eyesight, and the wisdom*, to help us in any 
way that he knows to be appropriate.  He can change things or 'fix' problems any time, whether 
in our own lives or in world affairs.  When he does not do so, it is because he knows that the real 
problems and needs are not the mere symptoms that we concern ourselves with.  His desire is not 
to keep patching up the external problems, but to heal us from the inside. 
 

* This is the point of the illustrations at the end of verse 2 and in verse 3.  God can exercise absolute 
control over all life, over all natural forces, and over all events.  He often chooses not to intervene directly 
in our affairs, but this is not due to inability - it is instead a reflection of his priorities. 

 
The application of this passage, then, is for us to accept a basic change of perspective from the 
viewpoint of the world.  The problem of sin, and the need for grace, will always be the crucial 
considerations in our relationship with God.  When we see sin the way God does, then we can 
realize how equal we all truly are before God, and we can also appreciate how blessed we are to 
be able to receive his grace. 
 

Questions For Discussion or Study: What is the point of the questions in verse 1?  How 
do they answer some common questions about our relationship with God?  What feelings 
or questions of ours might parallel the questions in verse 2?  What applications do these 
verses have for us?  What differences do we see between God's concept of sin and ours? 

 
The L ord  H as Op ened  My Ears (Isaiah 50 :4 -11) 
 
This is one of a very few passages in which Isaiah shares personal thoughts about his life and 
ministry.  Yet even here, the importance of these thoughts goes far beyond Isaiah himself.  There 
are clear connections with the ministry of Jesus, as Isaiah leads up to some of his best-known 
Messianic prophecies.  These verses also reflect what God desires from all of his servants. 
 
The spiritual awakening that Isaiah describes here (50:4-5) is somewhat different from what 
humans often expect from renewal or revival.  Most obviously, the prophet focuses not on 
activity or accomplishments, but on attitude and perspective.  But perhaps even more important 
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is Isaiah's firm emphasis on God, not any human plan or agency, as the driving force behind 
spiritual growth and change. 
 
Notice that in these verses it is the Lord who acts and initiates.  The Sovereign Lord gives the 
prophet* an 'instructed tongue' (verse 4), the Sovereign Lord wakens the prophet to his 
responsibilities (verse 4), and the Sovereign Lord opens his ears** and heart to the truth (verse 
5).  Later (verse 7, below), it is also the Sovereign Lord who helps and protects him spiritually.  
The prophet must simply make sure not to draw back from God.  He knows very well that it is 
God who is able to guide him where he should go and to enable him to fulfill his responsibilities. 
 

* Literally, this whole passage describes Isaiah's own relationship with God, which in his own time may 
have included aspects (e.g. an instructed tongue) that were not given to all of his brothers and sisters.  From 
our perspective, there are some even closer parallels with our own relationship with God.  See also below. 
 
** One of Isaiah's recurring images, going back to when he was called to prophetic ministry in chapter 6. 

 
Along with the blessings come the realities of spiritual awakening (50:6-11).  Spiritual renewal is 
not granted us for the sake of short-term pleasure, but for the sake of lasting spiritual growth.  
Therefore the willingness to endure abuse and ridicule is an inherent part of the renewal Isaiah 
describes.  The servant of God does not willfully provoke or invite the mocking and opposition 
of others, but as Isaiah indicates (beginning in verse 6), the servant knows that these will come to 
anyone who consistently proclaims the truth of God. 
 
The servant also does not feel disgraced by the opposition of the worldly.  When such abuse is 
directed at us solely because we speak the truth, then it is really directed at God - and it is to God 
that the mockers eventually have to answer.  It can help to remember that our accusers* are 
stirring up much worse trouble for themselves than they are for us.  We may not, like Isaiah, be 
able to 'set my face like flint', but we can learn not to let the world intimidate us so badly. 
 

* Recall also that in the New Testament the very meaning of the name 'devil' is 'slanderer' or 'accuser'. 
 
Notice the parallels with the ministry of Jesus, whom we as Christians are called to imitate.  
Even more so than Isaiah, Jesus endured constant opposition and persecution, climaxing in one 
of the most painful deaths imaginable.  The sin of others is also a cause of the suffering of the 
faithful.  God often allows this to continue in the hope that more souls will take advantage of his 
patience, be convicted by the endurance of the faithful, and turn to God in repentance. 
 
Isaiah reminds us (as he frequently will in the concluding chapters) that God brings light for 
those in darkness.  If we feel out of place in this world, if we feel ignored by those of this earth, 
if we fear that no one will help us, then we are merely perceiving the true nature of this world.  
The right thing to do is to look up, not look around, for real help. 
 
But to this promise Isaiah adds a warning.  Those who are wise and strong in their own eyes will 
not accept their need for God (this is the meaning of 'those who light torches’  - they do not want 
the great light of God, but prefer to create their own light), to their own considerable detriment. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What does it mean to allow God to initiate spiritual 
renewal?  Does it mean that we literally do nothing?  What does spiritual awakening 
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mean to God?  How does a genuine renewal help us to face opposition and adversity?  In 
this respect, explain the parallels between Isaiah, Jesus, and a Christian today. 

 
Salvation Is On The W ay (Isaiah 51:1-6) 
 
These verses explain and emphasize the importance of the change of perspective that Isaiah is 
urging us to adopt.  Each of us has been called from creation to seek and follow God.  We either 
accept this with all of its implications, or else we are putting our faith in things that some day 
will vanish completely.  No amount of wishful thinking or worldly logic can change this. 
 
U sing another familiar image, Isaiah appeals to us to “ look to the rock”  (51:1-3).  He adds, 
though, the observation that we ourselves were cut from this ‘ rock’ .  We are not random beings, 
by nature distant from God and desperately trying to locate him.  Rather, we used to be part of 
him, and were ‘ cut’  from him, in that we all were made in his image.  But through our sin we 
have created a barrier that now must be overcome. 
 
The prophet uses Abraham and Sarah as an example of what he is saying.  They are often held up 
as our spiritual ancestors, and they were ‘ cut’  from the same rock that we were.  Their blessings 
came by faith, not works, for they made some significant mistakes*.  But because they had faith, 
God looked past their sins and blessed them in ways that still affect the world through their 
descendants (both physical and spiritual). 
 

* See, for example, the story of Hagar and Ishmael in Genesis 16 and Genesis 21, or Abraham’ s deceitful 
dealings with Abimelech in Genesis 20. 

 
Isaiah reprises one of his own favorite images, as he speaks of how God can make wastelands 
bloom.  Abraham and Sarah experienced this, when they were able to start a family despite 
apparently insurmountable physical obstacles.  All who share in their faith can also experience 
spiritual growth, change, and blessing no matter how barren the spiritual ‘ landscape’  looks. 
 
Those with the faith God seeks thus wait in hope (51:4-6).  God promises that he will bring us 
righteousness, salvation, and justice.  As for the things we want in this life, we should always ask 
him, and he will always give us what we truly need.  We do truly need, now and forever, his 
grace, his righteousness, his salvation, and his wisdom.  These kinds of blessings can always be 
ours, whenever we see our need and ask in faith. 
 
The prophet appeals to us again, asking us just to take a look around, and then to take a look 
upwards.  There is no lasting hope in this world, just a great variety of empty promises from lost 
souls trying to find their own way.  There is hope and much more in heaven, where the eternal 
God lives, and where Jesus our brother has gone ahead of us with his own blood, so that we too 
can enter by being cleansed and sanctified. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why does Isaiah ask us to ‘ look to the rock’ ?  Is this 
the same as asking us to look up to the heavens (verse 6)?  What changes of perspective 
are involved?  What is it about Abraham and Sarah that serves as an example to us?  
What are the things that only God can provide? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, September 2008 - ©2008 by Mark Garner 
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ARISE, SHINE, FOR YOUR LIGHT HAS COME: 
STUDIES IN ISAIAH 50-66 

 
Notes For Week Tw o: Dep art, Dep art, Go Ou t From There (Isaiah 51:7-52 :12 ) 

 
Isaiah has just appealed to us to remember some important characteristics of our relationship 
with God.  He has urged us to make basic changes in our perspective, so that God will bless us 
with true spiritual awakening.  Now, he begins to emphasize the importance of turning our focus 
away from mere earthly affairs and concerns, so that we can concentrate on what matters most. 
 
Review 
 
Isaiah proclaims God's intention for a remnant to return (Isaiah 1-27).  Judah will return from 
captivity in Babylon, and a remnant of believers from all over the world will be brought together 
by the Messiah.  God is the sure foundation for our times and our lives (Isaiah 28-49).  None of 
our idols can provide for our deepest and truest needs.  Thus Isaiah exhorts us to "arise, shine, for 
your light has come" (Isaiah 50-66). 
 
In particular, the prophet urges us to lift up our eyes to the heavens (50:1-51:6), so that we can 
see things as God wants us to see them.  Our spiritual problems arise because we have sold away 
our souls through our sin.  Any barrier between God and us does not come from mere 
circumstance or ineffective performance (expressed in the prophet's analogies of divorce and 
debt).  This means that every one of us can only be saved by God's grace and forgiveness. 
 
Isaiah then observes how God has opened his ears, and has given him a true spiritual awakening.  
This awakening or revival has made Isaiah more humble and more willing to endure opposition 
and hardship.  He then reminds us that salvation is already on the way.  We need only take a look 
at the perishable world around us, with all the lost souls trying so hard to find a worthwhile 
purpose in their lives, and then look above where God reigns forever. 
 
D o Not F ear The Rep roach Of H umans (Isaiah 51:7-16) 
 
One big obstacle that believers face is our tendency to fear the opposition of other humans.  This 
includes ridicule, hostility, reproach, name-calling, and many other unpleasant things.  But Isaiah 
wisely points out that the real problem is not the ways that unbelievers treat us, but rather our 
fear of what they think of us.  Once we accept this, it becomes easier to change our perspective. 
 
The prophet addresses his audience now as, "you who know what is right" (51:7-8), for indeed 
we already have the Word in our hearts to testify to the truth.  Thus the problem is not with what 
we know to be true, but with what we want to be true.  Sometimes the things God reveals to us 
are a source of relief, joy, and hope; but at other times he exposes the grim realities of the world 
we live in now.  It should not matter whether he tells us what we want to hear; it should only 
matter to us that he tells us the truth.  The truth sets us free from many types of chains, and in 
particular it sets us free from the fear of ridicule or criticism. 
 
For this reason also, Isaiah appeals to us to remember the fate of all who live on this earth.  The 
moth, the worm, the elements, and other such forces will someday consume all that we have.  
Our physical bodies are not our eternal home, so it is wiser for us to prepare as best we can for a 
more permanent residence.  Even the earth itself, for all that it may seem permanent, will only be 
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here as long as God wishes it to be*.  So let us not become self-deluded like the worldly - for 
none of these truths need frighten a believer in the gospel. 
 

* Note that current scientific theories also predict the ultimate destruction of life on earth, many years in the 
future when the sun's energy is exhausted.  As large, complex, and fascinating as our universe is, it is by its 
nature a temporary creation. 

 
Consider also God's everlasting salvation and righteousness.  We do, of course, have to wait for a 
while before we can see these in their eternal glory.  But we can already glimpse enough of them 
to realize how much more valuable and important they are than the things of this life.  No 
amount of money, power, popularity, or fame can equate with the eternal blessings of God. 
 
Isaiah thus calls out for us to "Awake, awake! " (51:9-16)*.  Just as he experienced a spiritual 
awakening that has guided him in all he does, so now he urges us to allow God to renew and 
waken us spiritually.  He does not want to manipulate us with guilt or other emotions - he just 
asks us to allow God's truth and God's strength to overcome our fear and our fleshly resistance. 
 

* See also 51:17 and 52:1 (and the notes on these below). 
 
God's past deeds remind us convincingly of his immense power, which allows him to rule even 
over the forces of nature*.  By comparison, human affairs are even easier for him to master.  And 
his promises for the future offer us the kinds of blessings and lasting joy that the world cannot 
match.  Verse 11 (which parallels Isaiah 35:10) reminds us that God's blessings are greater and 
last longer than the things of this world. 
 

* The use of the name 'Rahab' forms a poetic connection between nature and humanity.  In this context, it 
does not refer to the resident of Jericho who helped Joshua's spies.  Rahab is an ancient name for a mythical 
dragon or sea demon associated with the Red Sea, and for this reason Rahab was a common name amongst 
the Canaanites. So the Rahab of the book of Joshua was named after this mythical beast.  The name Rahab 
was also frequently used poetically to symbolize the nations of this area, particularly Egypt, and 
particularly in contexts that emphasized the pride and folly of human ambitions.  (See, e.g., Isaiah 30:7.) 

 
Isaiah shows us (verses 12-13) that God realizes how easy it is for us to forget who God really is.  
We can come to take the creation itself for granted, and we can come to take his blessings for 
granted.  Moreover, the world is always quick to take credit away from God, so we must often 
make a conscious effort to remember what we know, in our hearts, to be true. 
 
God may not have singled us out as he did Isaiah, but he has still put words in our mouths (verse 
16).  As P aul said, "I believed, therefore I have spoken" (2 Corinthians 4:13, which quotes from 
P salm 116:10), so also Isaiah continually speaks what he believes.  And so also God wants us to 
acknowledge and proclaim the God who rules the seas, the lands, and the heavens. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How far should we go in not fearing the worldly?  
Should we ever respond to their ridicule?  In what sense does Isaiah ask us to awake?  
Can we do this by ourselves?  What is God's role?  How can God's strength and promises 
help?  What words has God put in our mouths?  How should we use them? 

 
Shake Off Your D ust (Isaiah 51:17-52 :6) 
 
Isaiah continues his appeal for us to awaken, to rise up, and to accept God's call to us.  It matters 
not how long we have been spiritually dozing; what matters is only our willingness to shake off 
the accumulated dust, so that we can resume seeing and appreciating God's hand at work.  For it 
is God's strength, not our own, that brings grace and spiritual renewal. 
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For a second time, Isaiah calls out for us to "Awake, awake! " (51:17-23).  His emphasis is a bit 
different this time, as he now presents this awakening as an appropriate change after a period of 
suffering.  His statement that "you have drunk the cup of God's wrath*" is a reminder that a time 
of struggle should not induce us to give up, but rather should motivate us to seek a stronger and 
renewed relationship with God. 
 

* In its context, this seems to look ahead to the generation that experienced captivity and slavery in 
Babylon.  Thus it would be another of Isaiah's reminders that "a remnant will return".  In a broader sense, it 
could also refer simply to the spiritual suffering - even when not accompanied by outward harm - that can 
come from a period of faithlessness. 

 
When God knows that we need discipline, he will sometimes allow us to drink such a 'cup'* even 
if he could have prevented it.  But God will also 'take it out of our hands' - that is, he will relieve 
our pain, whether spiritual or physical - when the lessons are learned and the changes are made.  
We cannot predict when this will happen, nor can we necessarily influence God's decisions.  Our 
role is, instead, to trust God's judgment and to remember his compassion, so that our struggles 
can be used to build faith, not weaken it. 
 

* The use of a 'cup' to symbolize suffering or discipline is a common image in the prophetic books.  Jesus 
used the same image on several key occasions to make similar points. 

 
We then hear the prophet's call to "Awake, awake! " for the third time* (52:1-6).  Once more, he 
varies the message to give it a somewhat different emphasis.  This time he uses the image of 
garments with which we would dress ourselves, to suggest the closeness to God's strength and 
splendor that is available to us if we respond to his call.  One of the sad ironies of human nature 
is that we tend to be so persistent in seeking glory and honor through worldly things or fleshly 
privileges, but then do little to draw closer to the true source of power and splendor. 
 

* Note also the repetition of "clothe yourself with strength", as was said also in 51:9.  Compare also the 
other similarities and differences in the three "awake, awake! " passages. 

 
Another of Isaiah's key ideas is echoed in verse 3: just as we were sold for nothing, solely 
because of our own sin (as noted in 50:1), so also it is not with money that God will redeem us.  
Once again we are reminded that we cannot purchase or earn either a relationship with God or 
the forgiveness of our sins.  Grace is the foundation of all we have or can have from God. 
 
And so, one way or another, God's people will know his name.  Even God's own people often 
hinder his plans or undermine his reputation.  But as sad as this may be, it is also a choice God 
has made.  The time will come when the reality and authority of God will be clear to all.  But for 
now, God gives every one of us the chance freely to choose him and his will. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why does Isaiah repeat his call to "awake, awake"?  
What should we learn from this?  What all does this call to awake include?  What does it 
mean that we were sold for nothing?  In what sense are we redeemed for nothing? 

 
B ringing Good  News (Isaiah 52 :7-12 ) 
 
These verses form a transition between Isaiah's repeated calls for awakening and his memorable 
prophetic description of the Messiah in the passage that follows.  Thus Isaiah emphasizes the 
importance of a more spiritual, eternal perspective; and he urges us to leave behind our earthly 
entanglements.  For we must do these if we wish fully to appreciate the Christ and his ministry. 
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To Isaiah, it is a stirring thought that the ends of the earth will see God's salvation (52:7-10).  
The faithful prophet has lived through all kinds of events and times, and he has long since 
realized the temporary, unreliable nature of everything in this world.  He has devoted his life to 
the only lasting, truly valuable things he knows of: the things that come from God. 
 
Many believers in Jesus are familiar with the phrase, "how beautiful on the mountains are the 
feet of those who bring good news" (Isaiah 52:7 is also quoted in Romans 10:15).  Yet we too 
often try to convince one another that we are 'supposed to' believe this, instead of struggling 
against our fleshly preoccupations so that we can appreciate how truly good the gospel is, 
whether the world realizes it or not.  If we would make the effort to do so, then we would not 
have to try to sell the church like a mere human organization or commercial product. 
 
The Lord's wish is to comfort us and to redeem us - not in a temporary, worldly sense, but in an 
eternal and lasting way.  He does not take us away from this world's problems now, but instead 
assures us that they will come to a permanent end, and sooner than we realize.  But for now, he 
calls us to set aside our reservations, our fears, our earthly desires, and our doubts, so that we can 
see what he is really doing on this earth.  His holy arm can already be seen by those with 
discernment.  His salvation has already been proclaimed, and those of every nation can see it if 
they wish to. 
 
It is in this context that the prophet urges us to "touch no unclean thing" (52:11-12), and says that 
we also should "depart, depart, go out from there".  That is, when we can clearly see God's grace 
and God's compassion, we will not respond by taking liberties or claiming blessings in this 
world; rather, we shall willingly set aside earthly things whenever we have better ways to make 
use of our time and energy.  The attitude of the Christian towards this world should neither be 
love nor hate - it should be the desire to come out and be pure. 
 
Yet there is no need to go in haste (verse 12); that is, God does not want us to act in a panic or to 
make spiritual decisions because we have been pressured into them.  He just wants us to stop 
being so obsessed with the affairs and objects of this life, so that he can open our eyes and ears to 
what truly matters. 
 
God even promises that, if we do this, he will make himself our rear guard*.  He himself will 
protect us whenever we are making an honest attempt to change or grow in a way he has called 
us to do.  What a striking contrast to the impatient, deceitful persons of this world who always 
try to stampede us into acting as they wish us to.  And what a gracious, patient God to give us so 
much extra, underserved protection and help. 
 

* 'Rear guard' is originally a military term, signifying a small defensive force stationed at the back of a 
larger, less mobile force that is trying to retreat.  The rear guard risks their own interests in order to make it 
possible for the others to escape from danger in safety. 

 
Questions for Discussion or Study: What is really so beautiful about the good news that 
God sends us?  Is this statement of Isaiah's meant to tell us to do something, or to 
understand something?  In what sense can the ends of the earth see God's salvation?  In 
what sense does the prophet call us to depart from this world?  What does it mean for 
God to be our 'rear guard' as we attempt to turn away from the world's impurities? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, September 2008 
©2008 by Mark Garner 
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ARISE, SHINE, FOR YOUR LIGHT HAS COME: 
STUDIES IN ISAIAH 50-66 

 
Notes For Week Three: He Took Up  Ou r Inf irmities (Isaiah 52 :13-53:12 ) 

 
After his appeal for spiritual awakening, Isaiah gives us a vivid portrayal of Messianic ministry.  
T hough this well-known passage is certainly predictive, it is much more than that.  T he prophet 
describes the Messiah's suffering, the reasons for it, and the blessings that it brings.  In contex t, 
this passage also has additional significance in connection with Isaiah's servant theme. 
 
Review 
 
Isaiah proclaims God's intention for a remnant to return (Isaiah 1-27): first as Judah returns from 
captivity in Babylon, and then as a remnant of believers from all the world is brought together by 
the Messiah.  God is the sure foundation for our times and our lives (Isaiah 28-49), while no idol 
can provide for our deepest and truest needs.  Thus Isaiah exhorts us to "arise, shine, for your 
light has come" (Isaiah 50-66).  In particular, the prophet urges us to lift up our eyes to the 
heavens (50:1-51:6), so that we can see everything as God wishes us to. 
 
Isaiah then urges us to “ depart, depart, go out from there" (51:7-52:12).  We are not called to 
leave human society physically, but rather to take our focus off of this world's affairs, so that we 
can be a light and a covenant to others.  Thus the prophet urges us not to fear the reproach or 
mocking of humans.  Several times he calls us to "awake, awake! ", to take a new look at things 
from God's viewpoint.  He also uses the image of shaking off our 'dust', the accumulated inertia 
and folly that has kept us from God. 
 
We have the opportunity to bring good news to a world that needs it, but we must first appreciate 
it ourselves.  We are exhorted to "touch no unclean thing" as we strive to disentangle ourselves 
from the world.  God understands that this is never easy for us.  So he promises to be our 'rear 
guard', to give us the help and protection we need, as we learn to focus on what truly matters. 
 
W ho H as B elieved  Our Message?  (Isaiah 52 :13-53:3) 
 
Isaiah's description of the servant (or Servant) combines high praise of his character with a 
deprecation of his external appearance.  Each one of the prophet's observations matches Jesus 
perfectly, while also setting us an example of the ideal servant of the Lord.  Both the Messiah 
and the servant are at their best when it comes to things that are little appreciated by the world. 
 
God says that his Servant* will act wisely (52:13-15), and then he explains what this means - 
with some surprising implications.  The Servant Messiah will be raised up and exalted, but we 
soon see that it is only God who exalts him, for this world will fail to appreciate him.  His 
appearance is said to be 'appalling' and even 'disfigured'.  (In its Messianic meaning, this would 
in large part refer to the trial and crucifixion.) 
 

* For a full discussion of the ways that Isaiah uses the 'servant' concept, see the notes to Week Eight of the 
summer class, which covered Isaiah 42:1-17 (see the last section, under 'Looking Ahead').  In Isaiah 52:13-
53:12, the meaning is predominantly (some commentators would say exclusively) Messianic. 

 

 1



The paradoxical nature of the Servant is also seen in his effect on those who encounter him.  For 
all that they may find the Messiah* discomforting, they will have no real answer for him; "kings 
will shut their mouths because of him"**.  From his mouth will come teachings unlike any they 
have heard before, so that "what they were not told, they will see".  The Servant will not speak to 
concerns or issues on the surface, but to things that matter to the soul, to questions and needs that 
we are barely able to put into words. 
 

* Messiah and Christ are the same, with both of them meaning "Anointed One'.  Messiah is the Hebrew 
word, and Christ is the Greek word.  Hence the New Testament refers to Jesus as Christ or as 'the Christ' - 
but Messiah or 'the Messiah' can be used as exact synonyms. 
 
** The first phrase in verse 15, usually translated as something like, "he will sprinkle many nations", is 
probably a reference to the Levitical practice of sprinkling or dabbing blood on instruments of worship, to 
sanctify them.  But it can also be translated (as in the Good News Bible/Today's English V ersion) to say 
that the nations will marvel at him (the Servant), which would have a more straightforward meaning. 

 
From this passage comes the name "Man Of Sorrows" that is sometimes used to refer to Jesus 
(53:1-3).  While such a title would not meet with the approval of most marketing departments, it 
is still appropriate.  More than anyone else in history, Jesus saw and experienced firsthand the 
full range of trials, frustrations, and tragedies that plague human lives. 
 
Such sensitivity is implied in Isaiah's description that he grew* up "like a tender shoot" (verse 2), 
for Jesus was pure and innocent to an unparalleled degree.  But his pure, tender nature and his 
beauty are all on the inside - his outward appearance shows none of the superficial beauty or 
majesty that gains popularity and acclaim.  Thus, to love the Servant Messiah we have to 
appreciate and value the things that lie beneath the surface. 
 

* The past tense is used often in this passage, even though it refers to future events.  This is a poetic device 
to imply the certainty of the Messianic ministry, and to depict God's more eternal perspective.  Thus 
chapter 53 reads almost like a eulogy of the Servant. 

 
The Messiah neither seeks nor obtains success in the way that the world measures it, but instead 
is "familiar with suffering".  This ties in with much that is written about Jesus in the book of 
Hebrews, for this is essential to the Servant's nature.  Jesus shared in our humanity, our 
mortality, and even in death.  When Isaiah says that, "we esteemed him not", his choice of words 
is deliberate.  It is not only pagans who fail to give Jesus the proper respect for who he truly is, 
because Christians do this as well. 
 
Too many churches preach a success-loving, prosperity-bringing Jesus or a fun-loving, always-
happy Jesus instead of the real thing.  The usual excuse is that the world won't accept a suffering 
Messiah, but the truth is that it is we believers ourselves who often want a substitute.  It is we 
ourselves who do not want to walk in his steps.  All of this explains why Isaiah asks, "Who has 
believed our message?" (53:1), for even those who believe in the resurrected Christ are often 
reluctant or even unwilling to accept him as he really is. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: List the various qualities Isaiah mentions here.  How 
does Jesus exemplify each one?  Which ones would we expect or find easier to accept?  
How can we learn to appreciate the other qualities more?  Which of them should be a part 
of our own lives and ministries? 
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Transgression &  Suffering,  D eath &  L ife (Isaiah 53:4 -12 ) 
 
To those who live for this world, the nature of the Servant is contradictory and even disturbing.  
But to those who seek God from the heart, the very nature of the Messiah and his ministry 
provides the answers that our souls long for.  Isaiah explains the link between our transgressions 
and the Servant's sacrifice, and he also helps us to see things from the Servant's point of view. 
 
It is the fate of the Messiah to be crushed for our iniquities (53:4-9).  Although this was in truth a 
glorious victory for him, Isaiah points out that we are prone to consider the Suffering Servant to 
be stricken by God.  And in a sense he was, but not in the way that the fleshly mind might think.  
Isaiah confirms that it was God's will (see also verse 10) that he would be crushed, burdened, 
pierced, and punished.  But the prophet also explains the reason for this. 
 
The ordeals of the servant are not the result of his own sin, but of ours.  If we are to know God, 
then our iniquities and our transgressions* have to be paid for - and we are powerless to pay.  
Nor could the many Levitical sacrifices bring final forgiveness and lasting healing - they merely 
obtained an atonement allowing God to have an ongoing relationship with the community.  Only 
the Christ was a willing, perfect sacrifice.  We do not and cannot understand the gospel until we 
accept and understand how completely we are dependent on the grace of the Christ. 
 

* The various words for sin that Isaiah uses are not meant to suggest different shades of severity or guilt.  
This is instead a poetic device, intended to emphasize how many sins and kinds of sins each of us commits. 

 
Thus the Servant Messiah was led like a lamb to the slaughter, silently and humbly enduring 
unjust suffering on behalf of others - and on behalf of others who often barely appreciate what he 
has done.  Here again is a characteristic of the Christ that we are most reluctant to emulate.  He 
was cut off from the land of the living (verse 8) in a literal sense.  While most of us will never 
have to emulate this in a literal fashion, the prophet has repeatedly urged us to leave behind our 
worldly allegiances and entanglements so that we can live entirely for God. 
 
The Servant does not merely endure all these things from fatalistic viewpoint, for he will receive 
a most satisfying reward (53:10-12).  And God's servant is rewarded in the ways that matter most 
to God and to those who love him.  To Jesus the Messiah, even his sufferings brought something 
positive, since he knew that it was his Father's will for him to go through such things.  Because 
he rejoiced in God's will for its own sake, and at all times, the will of the Lord could prosper in 
his hand (verse 10).  No matter what happened to him, his faith allowed God to use it positively. 
 
After the Servant's suffering comes the light of life.  This basic perspective can really apply to a 
great many areas of life, for it is a sad feature of human nature that we invariably rush to do 
whatever we can to relieve a perceived problem in the present, no matter what the long-term 
costs turn out to be. 
 
In the context here, it is even more important to accept present sorrow or pain for the sake of 
future blessing, for the Servant's ministry is one of making intercession.  "Without the shedding 
of blood there is no forgiveness".  Shedding blood is never pleasant, but forgiveness of sins is a 
glorious blessing that lasts forever. 
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Questions for Discussion or Study: What teachings in this chapter are reflected in the 
New Testament?  How does Jesus exemplify them?  Which of these qualities or 
characteristics should be part of our own lives and ministries? 

 
Reflections On The ' Suffering Servant'  
 
The ideas in this passage are at the heart of Isaiah's message, and they have significant 
implications in our own relationship with God.  When we can appreciate what Isaiah teaches us 
about the Messiah, it puts to rest a great many doubts and questions.  When we understand the 
nature of the servants that God seeks, it eliminates a great many excuses and rationalizations. 
 
Most obviously, this passage helps us to grasp the nature of the Messiah.  He does not come to 
conquer or to rule on this earth, and he never intended to.  His intent was always to suffer and die 
to make intercession for our sins, and he always expected to find his reward in spiritual 
blessings, not in earthly things.  (Consider how paltry this world's wealth and pomp would seem 
to God's Son, who has seen heaven itself.) 
 
These ideas also teach us about the nature of the servant - any servant - of God, since we are 
called to live like Jesus.  "To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you 
an example, that you should follow in his steps" (1 P eter 2:21).  "Rejoice that you participate in 
the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed" (1 P eter 4:13). 
 
This means that we should learn to understand how, or in what ways, we are to emulate Jesus - 
that is, not in specific outward actions so much as in attitude, perspective, and faith - and then 
accept the call to put this into practice.  We shall always do this imperfectly at best, but the 
willingness to do so is in itself of great spiritual value. 
 
All of this also helps to clarify the nature of our relationship with God.  We will do well always 
to remember that forgiveness of sins is the underlying blessing that makes it possible for God to 
have fellowship with us, and thus to bless us and teach us in so many other ways.  When we say 
that we are saved by grace, we admit our complete reliance on the crucified and resurrected 
Messiah.  Not only do we acknowledge our inability to save ourselves, but we also rejoice in it. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Find passages in the New Testament that quote from 
or parallel one or more verses from Isaiah 52:13-53:12*.  By comparing contexts, explain 
what these passages teach us about the Christ, about the qualities that God desires in all 
of his servants, and about our relationship with God. 
 
* V erses from this passage are quoted directly in Matthew 8:17, Luke 22:37, John 12:38, Acts 8:32-33, 
Romans 10:16, Romans 15:21, and 1 P eter 2:22. 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, S eptember 2008 
©2008 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 



ARISE, SHINE, FOR YOUR LIGHT HAS COME: 
STUDIES IN ISAIAH 50-66 

 
Notes For Week Fou r: God ' s Faithf u l Love (Isaiah 54 :1-55:5) 

 
When Isaiah portrays the Messiah as a servant who suffers for our transgressions, he also 
reminds us of God's love and compassion.  T he prophet now details other implications of God's 
faithful, unfailing love.  Y et, as with so many aspects of God's nature, we need to adj ust our 
perspective before we can appreciate the ways that God shows his care and concern for us. 
 
Review Of Recent Classes 
 
In the last portion of Isaiah, the prophet encourages us to "arise, shine, for your light has come" 
(Isaiah 50-66).  He tells us to lift up our eyes to the heavens, so that we see the temporary, fragile 
nature of this earth and the lasting glory and grace of God (50:1-51:6).  God wishes to bring us a 
spiritual awakening, so that we "depart, depart, go out from there" (51:7-52:12).  We are not told 
to leave this world physically, but to pull our hearts away from worldly attachments. 
 
The Servant Messiah took up our infirmities (52:13-53:12).  Y et Isaiah rhetorically asks whether 
anyone has believed the message he has proclaimed.  For, though God raises up his Servant, he 
does not do so in a worldly sense.  The Messiah was a man of sorrows, who laid down his life 
out of compassion for the weak and sinful.  Our transgression led to his suffering, and his death 
gave us new life.  His suffering and pain were not in payment for his own mistakes, but for our 
iniquities.  Y et he has a reward in knowing that he has allowed God's will to prevail, and also in 
the fruits of mercy and righteousness that flow to us because of his blood. 
 
The qualities of the true Messiah are altogether different from the things that the world seeks in 
its false heroes.  Likewise, the servants God seeks will reflect the same priorities.  The Messiah's 
ministry reminds us that our relationship with God centers on and utterly depends on his grace, 
not on our goodness.  Instead of focusing on outward things such as methods or issues, the Lord's 
servant should strive to understand, accept, and appreciate the things that matter most to God.  
Truth and love, not ambition, guilt, or pride, bring the most lasting fruit of the Spirit. 
 
Sing,  O B arren W oman (Isaiah 54 :1-10 ) 
 
Both in history and through his nature, God shows his willingness to work for and to work 
through persons who are forgotten, ignored, rejected, or patronized by human society.  Isaiah's 
song of encouragement for the barren woman is an illustration of this theme, and it also 
emphasizes our complete dependence on God for his grace, his compassion, and his strength. 
 
God can provide joy for those who are deprived of the things this world values (54:1-3).  Isaiah's 
image of a childless woman is chosen for several reasons.  It is, first, a historical reminder of the 
origins of the nation of Israel.  When the barren wife Sarah was convinced that her husband's 
lineage would go through her maid*, God provided Isaac, in fulfillment of a promise.  Both Old 
and New Testament writers describe her descendants as being as numerous as the sands on the 
sea or the stars in the sky.  God can work and bless in spite of all natural or scientific conditions. 
 

* See also P aul's use of this analogy in Galatians 4:21-31. 
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Isaiah's message contains a spiritual promise that applies on an even broader level.  The things of 
this world are not divided equally or fairly, and God has chosen not to change this.  But spiritual 
blessings, those that have real value, are equally available to all.  Grace, forgiveness of sins, 
eternal security, and many others are always freely available to those who desire them.  Humans 
with power and wealth in this world often use it to prevent others from sharing them - but no 
human can ever prevent another from finding and enjoying God's blessings.  Whenever anyone 
in the world wishes to seek and know God, God makes sure to provide the opportunity. 
 
Acceptance for the rejected is another promise that comes only from God (54:4-8).  This world's 
self-important authorities and self-appointed opinion makers constantly defend their privileges 
by dividing the rest of us against each other.  Unfortunately, the average person is too afraid and 
vulnerable to question society's norms, and as a result even the most sincere of believers can end 
up failing to show the kind of unconditional personal acceptance that Jesus practiced. 
 
But for those who believe in God and in his Anointed One, there need be no more disgrace, 
humiliation, or reproach.  We shall still face these things from unbelievers*, but we need no 
longer allow them to intimidate or discourage us.  When we are forgiven of our sins and devoted 
to living godly lives, we know that we have God's approval and blessing.  We can see worldly 
persons as lost, hurting souls, so that their reproaches evoke pity, not anger or fear. 
 

* Isaiah has already warned us to be prepared for them, e.g. Isaiah 51:7. 
 
Such blessings are possible when our relationship with God is restored (the point of Isaiah's 
image of a rejected wife in verses 5-7).  It is implied in the prophet's exposition that our 
relationship was once damaged by our sin, but has now been made good as new.  It is God's 
grace that brings this about.  We do not need to make up for our sin, and we do not need to 
'prove ourselves' by some great accomplishment.  As Isaiah has told us earlier, we need only 
wake up, "shake off our dust", and accept God's mercy and grace.  With the relationship restored, 
he then can guide us and teach us however he knows best. 
 
Likewise, with the relationship restored, God has sworn not to be angry (54:9-10).  It is true that 
God's wrath is a fearful thing, which unbelievers will someday discover to their great dismay.  
But the prophet reminds us of Noah (verse 9) to show how quickly God's anger can be replaced 
by his unfailing love.  Even his anger comes only because he always knows what is truly good 
for us, while we so stubbornly refuse to accept it because we prefer this world's playthings. 
 
Along with God's unfailing love comes his covenant of peace (verse 10).   The world will always 
seek peace but never find it.  The believer in God can have a peace of mind that will last even 
when there is turmoil in this world.  This kind of peace is not a lack of concern, for indeed we 
shall care even more about the sadness and unfairness of the world when we come to see things 
as Jesus did.  But we have a greater peace from knowing where our reward is.  This frees us from 
our restless striving to gain things for ourselves, so that we can patiently serve and teach others. 
 

Questions For Discussion or Study: Why does Isaiah use images of a barren woman and a 
rejected wife?  In what ways are we like these?  What should we learn from them?  How 
can we help one another to appreciate the blessings of God's love?  What is God's 
covenant of peace?  What do we receive from it?  What must we give him under it? 
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Established  In Righteousness (Isaiah 54 :11-17) 
 
Under the Old Covenant, God established his people as an earthly nation.  When they were 
faithful, he kept them safe from attack and harm, while they gave witness to him through their 
allegiance (at least outwardly) to him as their God.  But this arrangement was imperfect and 
temporary.  Isaiah describes the deeper and more spiritual protections God really desires for us. 
 
Since Isaiah lived well before the time of Jesus, his promise of a new foundation was in part 
looking ahead to the Messiah (54:11-12).  It also referred to the physical remnant, which would 
return from Babylon with a stronger faith and a keener awareness of their need for God.  The 
promise also means something for us, because even believers often have a need to step back, 
look honestly at their relationship with God, and ask God to give them a stronger foundation. 
 
The image of a city built with sparkling jewels* is a figurative way of pointing out the huge 
difference between basing our life on God's grace and basing it on our own abilities or on things 
of this world.  Earthly accomplishments, fleshly righteousness, or human 'role models' might 
hold up for a while in the world's eyes, but they make a poor foundation.  Even if they manage to 
hold up fairly well for a few decades in this world, they are not going to support us in eternity. 
 
By contrast, God's grace and compassion are precious jewels.  His grace can take away all of the 
guilt from every sin that we have committed.  His compassion will remain strong even when our 
faith or our enthusiasm lags.  His strength and wisdom renders worldly power and intelligence 
trivial by comparison.  Why would we not want to base our lives, our relationship with God, and 
our eternal hope on such a sure foundation? 
 
This sure foundation enables us to be taught and protected by God (54:13-17).  Isaiah promises, 
"great will be your children's peace" - not that they will live in a perfect world any more than we 
can, but that we can pass along the peace and love of God to those we care about, whether 
children, friends, or family.   Likewise, the generation sent into exile would know that they 
could, by returning to faith in God, help build a better, more peaceful future for their children. 
 
The promise that tyranny and terror would be removed (verse 14) also brings this kind of dual 
assurance.  When Babylon conquered Judah, the people would learn what it was like to live 
under tyrannical, violent rulers.  During their exile, they could then come to realize how peaceful 
and gentle God really was, despite his righteous nature.  When they had come to appreciate this, 
they would be able to return home, relatively free of oppressive rule by pagans*. 
 

* They would still live under P ersian rule after the return, but the P ersians were much less oppressive to 
smaller nations like Judah.  The P ersians realized that it was in their own best interests to gain the good will 
of small nations that would never be a threat to them.  This is often reflected in Ezra and Nehemiah. 

 
Today's remnant of believers lives in a world in which tyranny and terror are all too familiar.   
And they are not going to go away, no matter how faithful Christians may be.  Y et we know that 
these things can never harm us spiritually; so, as Isaiah said previously, "do not fear what they 
fear, and do not dread it" (Isaiah 8:12).  God creates all, directs all, and protects all.  He creates 
the blacksmith and the king, the warrior and the prophet.  He directs events whenever he deems 
it appropriate, and refrains whenever it is appropriate.  He protects our souls, spirits, minds, and 
hearts.  Why would we ever trust the worldly to do God's job? 
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Questions for Discussion or Study: Why does Isaiah promise a new foundation?  Do we 
also need one?  What are the images of jewels supposed to represent?  How does a new 
foundation bring peace?  How does it defeat tyranny and terror?  Can we know to what 
degree God protects and guides us?  How should this realization affect us? 

 
Come To The W aters (Isaiah 55:1-5) 
 
Isaiah now makes yet another appeal to reason.  When we see things clearly, we know that God 
and God alone has the answers to our deepest needs and problems.  Worldly persons, groups, and 
objects may grab our attention and devotion, but they keep us thirsting and hungry so that we 
cannot escape from their control.  But God's blessings bring genuine relief and comfort. 
 
The prophet simply calls us to take an honest look at our labor and toil on this earth.  Does it ever 
give us lasting satisfaction?  Do we ever reach a point when we have permanent health and 
prosperity?  Do we ever cease to worry?  If not, why labor on what does not satisfy? (55:1-2).  
God invites us to drink and eat at his spiritual feast.  Our bodies will still feel physical hunger 
and thirst, but if we drink the waters of his Spirit*, they will meet our deepest needs. 
 

* Compare this passage with John 7:37-39.  Can you find other parallels? 
 
This spiritual nourishment can be ours without money or cost, in this world's terms.  The hard 
work has been done, and the price has been paid.  We accept it by grace, knowing that we cannot 
afford its true worth.  In contrast, this world demands continual payment without lasting return.  
We surrender our money in return for goods that bring fleeting satisfaction.  We surrender our 
integrity and purity in return for shameful pleasures that don't even last.  We give pagan rulers 
power and authority over us, and they hold us captive through our own fear and self-interest. 
 
God's everlasting covenant (55:3-5) rises above all this.  God does ask us to surrender some 
things: pride, selfish ambition, prejudices, and our allegiances to worldly groups that feed on 
such things.  Is this really a sacrifice?  God calls us to hear him so that our souls may live.  
"What good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul?" (Matt. 16:26). 
 
Invoking the love and covenant that he shared with David, God recalls how that faithful servant 
was a witness to the peoples of this world (both in his lifetime and to future generations) and 
much else besides.  And, as glorious as David and other biblical examples may have been, God 
has endowed us with the same splendor, if not more.  We have the same transcendent God that 
David and Isaiah knew, and we also benefit from seeing how the foundations they laid were built 
up into the completed and perfect ministry of the Messiah Jesus. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: In what sense does God invite us to eat and drink?  In 
what sense does the world offer us to do so?  Why is God's offer superior?  How is David 
used in this passage, and what does Isaiah want us to learn from his example?  How has 
God 'endowed us with splendor'? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, S eptember 2008 - ©2008 by Mark Garner 
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ARISE, SHINE, FOR YOUR LIGHT HAS COME: 
STUDIES IN ISAIAH 50-66 

 
Notes For Week Five: Call On Him While He Is Near (Isaiah 55:6-57:13) 

 
As Isaiah describes all of the things that God has done to enable us to come to him, he also 
reminds us that we must make an active choice to take advantage of the opportunity God offers.  
We should not take God's patience for granted, because this can only lead to spiritual decay.  
God has given us more than enough reasons why we should heed his message of salvation. 
 
Review Of Recent Classes 
 
Isaiah tells us to lift up our eyes to the heavens, to see and compare the temporary, fragile nature 
of this earth with the lasting glory and grace of God (50:1-51:6).  God wishes to bring us a 
spiritual awakening, so that we "depart, depart, go out from there" (51:7-52:12), that is, to pull 
our hearts away from worldly attachments.  The Servant Messiah took up our infirmities (52:13-
53:12).  His ministry is misunderstood by the world, but precious and glorious to God. 
 
God's faithful love defines and explains many other aspects of our relationship with him (54:1-
55:5).  The prophet calls out, "sing, O barren woman", reminding us of Sarah's historical 
example as well as the joy that Jesus can bring for the deprived.  God also brings acceptance for 
those who are rejected, ignored, or patronized by this world. 
 
God has established his covenant with us in righteousness, and it thus provides a new and sure 
foundation for our lives, replacing our attempts to earn salvation on our own strength.  Isaiah's 
imagery of precious jewels suggests how God's qualities of grace, compassion, and immortality 
are of infinite value.  Thus the prophet invites us to "come to the waters" for spiritual 
nourishment.  Why, as he then asks, should we labor on what does not satisfy?  The world 
demands our allegiance, our money, and our integrity; and it then gives us little of lasting value.  
God take away our sin, our shame, and our fear; and then gives us life, purpose, and security. 
 
My Thoughts Are Not Your Thoughts (Isaiah 55:6-13) 
 
So many things in life come down to a matter of perspective.  And so many souls have missed 
God or strayed from God because they persisted in looking at God with human logic.  We are 
afraid to see things from God's point of view, because we sense that he does not always value the 
things we desire.  But in reality, God offers us joy of a kind that cannot be found by the worldly. 
 
Isaiah's reminder of God's greater perspective (55:6-9) contains some well-known phrases.  One 
of Isaiah's recurring themes is encapsulated in his call to "seek the Lord while he may be found" 
(verse 6).  The prophet has painstakingly detailed the spiritual blessings and assurances that God 
offers us, yet he has just as earnestly cautioned us not to use God's great patience as an excuse to 
delay our response. 
 
He also does away with another common excuse, when he reminds us that God's blessings come 
by grace, not by merit.  Therefore there is no degree of sinfulness or folly that prohibits us from 
coming to God.  The sinner who repents will find God ready to grant him or her a free pardon.  
Our relationship with God depends on his goodness, not on ours.  To the self-righteous, this is an 
outrage, but to the humble and sincere, these are words of life. 
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God's grace is just one of many aspects of his character that confirm the familiar statement that 
"my thoughts are not your thoughts" (verse 8).  Truly does God say that, "As the heavens are 
higher than the earth*", so his thoughts are far beyond ours.  This does not mean merely that 
God's information or computational ability is better than ours - it means that his perspective and 
point of view are much different, more eternal, more spiritual.  Once we see this, and can stop 
offering fleshly resistance to it, we are then able to appreciate many things of God in a new way. 
 

* This is a poetic expression, using 'heavens' in reference to the physical universe. 
 
Likewise, the life and joy that God offers us are of a sort that transcends this world's pleasures 
(55:10-13).  As Isaiah depicts later (see below), careless indulgence of our senses brings ever-
diminishing satisfaction.  On the other hand, obsessive concern about events in this world creates 
a prison of fear and insecurity.  The worldly often find themselves powerless as they bounce 
back-and-forth between these two spiritually empty conditions. 
 
But Isaiah reminds us that there is a way out.  His imagery of the rain and snow, producing life 
and nourishment as they fall to earth unplanned and unasked, reminds us of our inability to 
create or sustain life on our own.  None of our world's technological wonders can produce life 
out of nothing, and none of them could create enough energy to supply a whole planet.  And 
then, this world with its self-proclaimed marvels is even less effective at solving our inner needs. 
 
But the mere Word Of God is enough to provide us with life, for it comes from the mouth of 
God.  Just as he alone gives and preserves physical life, so also he and he alone can give and 
preserve spiritual life.  The images of singing mountains and clapping trees (verse 12) are not 
literal, of course, but they remind us of the close connection between God and his creation. 
 
This world was created with us in mind; God made it in order to fill it with creatures made in his 
own image*.  Though humans usually rebel against God or ignore God, they are still what 
matters the most to him.  Therefore, when we walk with him, the creation itself sings and 
rejoices in a figurative sense, for then at last things are in harmony as God wills them to be**. 
 

* Other implications of this are discussed in Romans 8:18-23 
 
** Recall how Isaiah's earlier imagery reminded us that we, uniquely in his creation, may choose whether 
or not to accept the purpose for which he created us. 

 
Questions for Discussion or Study: In what sense is God currently near?  Will there be a 
time when he is not?  When Isaiah says that God's thoughts are higher than ours, does he 
have specific beliefs or teachings in mind?  How does God's Word bring life?  Does this 
refer only to Scripture?  How is the nature imagery in verse 12 fulfilled in our lives? 

 
Gathering The Exiles (Isaiah 56:1-8) 
 
Isaiah reminds us that God offers everyone on this earth the same chance of salvation that he 
offers to us.  This should matter to us in several ways.  It helps us to see how truly equal all of us 
are in God's eyes, and it reminds us to love and appreciate the others whom God has created.  
Above all, it teaches us about the justice and righteousness that are so integral to God's nature. 
 
The assurance that foreigners and eunuchs* are welcome in God's presence (56:1-3) would 
surprise any of Isaiah's listeners who knew the old law but failed to understand its purpose.  To 
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know that salvation is close at hand, ready for everyone who calls on God, should help us to pull 
our focus away from personal differences, arbitrary rules, human methods, and the like.  Many of 
us have a fondness for one or another of these distractions, and thus we ought frequently to 
examine ourselves, so that God's salvation does not become a competition instead of a blessing. 
 

* Foreigners were excluded from many aspects of ancient Jewish society.  Some of these restrictions were 
based on Levitical law, but many were added by human initiative.  Eunuchs, as well as those with many 
types of physical imperfections, were excluded from the priesthood and/or certain other privileges (see 
Leviticus 21:16-23).    The purpose for this, though, was and is widely misunderstood (see below). 

 
No one is excluded arbitrarily from God's grace.  Every condition for approaching God involves 
something over which we have complete control: humility, faith, repentance, and the like, are 
within the capacity of everyone who has free will.  Just as many of the Israelites erroneously 
believed that they had a privileged standing with God, so also many Christians today have 
inaccurate beliefs about the spiritual status of the ancient Jews. 
 
A full discussion of the proper application and understanding of the old (Levitical) law is, of 
course, beyond the scope of our present study.  But the example that Isaiah uses is a good 
illustration of what the law did and did not mean.  The law is not a list of arbitrary rules for rules' 
sake, nor is it a standard of competition to determine who is or is not 'spiritual'. 
 
Rather, the guiding principle behind the law is God's presence.  God's goal for every person, then 
and now, Jew or Gentile, is that each of us might live in his presence*.  The actual laws then deal 
with a small number of specific concepts - most notably, the contrast between clean and unclean, 
and the contrast between the holy and the common.  These concepts are important because of 
what they allow or do not allow in terms of contact with God's presence. 
 

* We are more likely to use the phrase 'relationship with God'.  Used correctly, this should refer to living in 
God's presence, not merely to the mechanical actions that we perform as a result. 

 
Eunuchs and those with other deformities were not permitted to serve at the altar, for the same 
reason that only perfect animals could be sacrificed: because in God's presence the standard is 
perfection.  Being a priest (or not being a priest) meant nothing to God in terms of status or 
privilege - it was all an illustration of what it took to live in his presence.  This in turn taught (or 
was meant to teach) how important it is to be completely purified and completely holy.  Isaiah, 
then, is simply pointing out something that was always true but rarely realized: everyone is 
welcome in God's presence, but on the same terms of holiness and grace. 
 
Thus God's house can truly be a house of prayer for all nations (56:4-8), as well as for all eras 
and all cultures.  It is not those who meet certain demographic characteristics who may live in 
God's presence, but rather those who choose what pleases God - that is, those who desire to be 
with God and to value the things he values.  Thus God assures us that it is not only the exiles of 
Israel who will be gathered into the remnant, but that "I will gather still others to them besides 
those already gathered" (verse 8).  Indeed, he is still gathering today. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why does Isaiah use foreigners and eunuchs as an 
example?  What misunderstandings was he addressing?  What similar misconceptions 
might we have?  What other Old Testament laws might we similarly misunderstand?  
What implications does this have for ministry today? 

 
Some Things To Think About (Isaiah 56:9-57:13) 
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It is time for Isaiah's hearers to take an honest look at their spiritual condition.  They have drifted 
far away from God, have abused the blessings he gave them, and have forgotten the things he 
had carefully taught them.  Though their relationship with him is in ruins, it does not have to 
continue like this.  But they must be willing to see both God and their idols as they truly are. 
 
The spiritual landscape of Isaiah's time was full of rubble and wreckage, displaying at every 
point the results of the people's disregard for God (56:9-57:10).  Isaiah's depiction of gluttons 
and drunks is partly literal, and partly illustrative of careless and self-indulgent attitudes in 
general.  Being overly caught up in making money or accumulating power or popularity is no 
different, in God's eyes, from the craving for 'fun' or sensual pleasure. 
 
The prophet points out two of the causes for spiritual decay, and both of them are timeless 
problems that afflict today's church as much as they affected ancient Israel.  One of these is the 
lack of thoughtful meditation on the events of this world.  As Isaiah says, "no one ponders it in 
his heart" (57:1) what is really happening around us.  Instead we react just as the pagans do - 
with fear, anger, and other unconstructive emotions. 
 
The world does everything it can to keep us in this state, because it is in the best interests of the 
news media, politicians, and other powerful persons to keep us in this state.  Some of them, in 
truth, simply do not know better; but those who know better are not able to be honest with us, 
because they prefer instead to manipulate us for their own advantage.  This is why the people of 
Isaiah's day were still worshiping idols*, despite all the warnings they had received.  We will 
never have genuine faith in God until and unless we are willing to lose our faith in the world. 
 

* Isaiah gives several examples of idol worship and its consequences, most of them self-explanatory.  But 
Molech (verse 9) was a notorious Canaanite God whose 'worshipers' sacrificed infants by burning them 
alive inside a cast iron idol.  That some Israelites followed Molech shows how bad their spiritual condition 
had become - just as many of the idols that Christians worship today can point up our spiritual needs. 

 
When we cry out for God's help, what will we find (57:11-13)?  If we have neither remembered 
God nor pondered the real meaning of things in this life, then we are likely to end up calling to 
God only for selfish reasons.  Taking God's patience for granted (note the end of verse 11) is a 
dangerous game.  It can lead us to approach God insincerely, hoping for him to give us what we 
desire instead of what we need. 
 
Those who approach God selfishly or self-righteously will be exposed before him for what they 
are (verse 12).  But those who approach him humbly and gratefully will find refuge, a spiritual 
shelter of unconditional love, unquestioned acceptance, and eternal security.  Will we show him 
that we appreciate these priceless blessings more than we love the things of this world? 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why does Isaiah go into such detail here about the 
behavior and attitudes of the worldly?  What root issues does he want them to deal with?  
How does this behavior compare with struggles that Christians face today?  How do our 
temptations compare with theirs?  How can we avoid taking God's blessings and patience 
for granted?  What is Isaiah telling us about how to approach God? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, October 2008 - ©2008 by Mark Garner 
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ARISE, SHINE, FOR YOUR LIGHT HAS COME: 
STUDIES IN ISAIAH 50-66 

 
Notes For Week Six : P rep are The Road  (Isaiah 57:14-58 :14) 

 
Isaiah has freq uently described God' s desire to create a ' highway'  that will enable us to come to 
him.  T his figurative image implies that God has done the construction, so that this road is now 
ready and waiting for us.  S o, it is up to us make the choice to travel on his highway.  Isaiah will 
now address some of the problems that can hinder us on our spiritual j ourney. 
 
Review Of Rec ent Classes 
 
God's faithful love, different in so many ways from what the world calls 'love', defines and 
explains many other aspects of our relationship with him (54:1-55:5).  Because the choice 
between God and this world is so clear and so important, Isaiah exhorts us to "call on him while 
he is near" (55:6-57:13), so that we do not miss the opportunity to know our Creator. 
 
When God tells us that, "my thoughts are not your thoughts", he is not merely claiming to have 
more perfect factual or predictive knowledge.  God's entire perspective is greater and more 
eternal than ours is.  He desires not to bless any particular physical nation or culture, but to 
gather the exiles (the remnant) from all over the earth.  Foreigners and eunuchs are just as 
welcome as any Israelite priest would be. 
 
Isaiah's thoughts are intended to give us some things to think about.  No one can have a second-
hand relationship with Jesus; each of us must decide personally to follow him.  The worldly 
spend their time either indulging themselves without thought for the future, or else being 
obsessed with accumulating wealth, power, or other worldly goods that will not last.  God calls 
us to see the emptiness of their ways, not to be influenced by them.  It is up to us to see the 
things of this life from a more godly perspective*. 
 

* Isaiah gives an especially provocative example in 57:1-2, which suggests that we look even at death from 
a viewpoint totally different from the perspectives of unbelievers. 

 
When we call on God's name, when we cry out for help, what are we asking for?  Are we asking 
for him to accommodate our wishes, or do we earnestly desire to do his will?  His response will 
depend on which of these is the case. 
 
Rem ove The Ob stac les (Isaiah 57:14-21) 
 
Most of the obstacles to knowing God are of our own making.  Although this world can make it 
more difficult for us to seek God and to put our faith in him, it is our own pride, selfishness, and 
willfulness that are the greatest hindrances.  Thus each one of us must choose whether we prefer 
to cling to our pride and our idols, or whether we shall set them aside so that we can know God. 
 
As he speaks of God's constant desire to clear the way for us to come to him, Isaiah also makes 
an interesting observation on where God lives (57:14-15).  Note once more that God's presence 
is at the heart of Isaiah's message.  God's purpose in building up his road, his highway, is not for 
us merely to enjoy the scenery, and not for us to race one another towards him.  It is no more and 
no less than to allow us to be with him forever. 
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We know, even without the prophet telling us, that God lives in a high and holy place*.  Yet 
Isaiah says that God also lives somewhere else, much closer, for he lives with those who are 
contrite and lowly in spirit**.  God is always most pleased with those who acknowledge their 
need for him through humble faithfulness.  Those who aspire to personal greatness cannot please 
God; to please him we must accept our inadequacy in the face of God's true greatness. 
 

* This passage deliberately ties together several ideas about God's presence.  U nder the Levitical system, 
the Most Holy P lace of the temple (and previously of the tabernacle) was the most visible reminder of 
God's presence.  The Holy P lace was a further reminder, being only one room (or curtain) away from God's 
presence.  Access into both was, of course, severely restricted - not to demonstrate the superiority of those 
allowed to enter, but to point up how awesome and fearful it is to come before God. 
 
** This is not really meant as a prediction of the Holy Spirit coming to live in the hearts of Christians, 
although that is one implication.  Isaiah speaks here in a somewhat more general sense, implying that 
humility and contrition are necessary conditions for living in God's presence.  This, in turn, does in part 
explain how those who repent and are baptized into Jesus are able to receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 

 
The prophet again reminds us of the kind of peace God offers to those who seek him (57:16-21).  
While in this world peace means an absence of war or violence, the peace God offers is not just 
an absence of conflict with him, but the presence of "God with us", Immanuel.  Yet on one level 
an analogy with earthly peace is helpful: to achieve any kind of earthly peace, it is necessary first 
to understand the reasons for conflict, and thus to understand how to find peace in God we must 
first understand the reasons for God's anger. 
 
P ride, selfishness, greed, and stubbornness have been identified over and over again by Isaiah as 
particularly dangerous obstacles to God's presence in our lives.  God is able and willing to 
forgive any sin, no matter how disgusting or depraved, but we must first acknowledge our need.  
The prideful and the stubborn often feel that they do not need forgiveness as badly as others do, 
while the greedy and selfish are too busy chasing worldly things to notice their need. 
 
God promises first and foremost a healing of our relationship with him, which has been damaged 
by our sin.  What he brings to us will not solve all of our problems in this world, but it will help 
us to put this world into its proper perspective.  This is why the prophet speaks of "praise on the 
lips of the mourners" (verse 19).  They will mourn in this world, but they can praise God because 
they will not have to endure this world's sadness and fear much longer. 
 
By "those who mourn", Isaiah means (as did Jesus in Matthew 5:4) not only those who have lost 
loved ones, but also those who feel sorrow and grief* over the lostness of this world and the 
futility of the things that most humans spend their lives seeking.  Indeed, how can any believer 
not feel something of this kind of sorrow?  On this earth, the humble and the faithful are 
vulnerable and exploited, while aggressive and self-absorbed sinners often get what they desire.  
But there is no lasting peace for the wicked.  Their trivial worldly winnings will not save them, 
and their temporary victories will one day be long forgotten. 
 

* For a more elaborate prophetic parallel, compare these Scriptures with Ezekiel 9:1-11 (note verse 4). 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How does God build up the 'road' to him?  Is there 
anything we can do to help?  How can God live in a high, holy place, and also with the 
lowly?  In what sense does God 'live' in these places?  What other Scriptures talk about 
where God lives, and how do they compare with this passage?  What kind of healing does 
God promise, and why do we need it?  How can those who mourn still praise God? 
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The K ind Of F asting I Have Chosen (Isaiah 58 :1-9 a) 
 
The prophet uses the example of fasting in order to contrast different ways of trying to seek and 
serve God.  Neither fasting nor sacrifice nor anything else in itself ever makes someone more 
worthy of God or closer to God.  It is only when we accept God's priorities and perspectives that 
our acts of worship and ministry can bring the kinds of blessings that God really values. 
 
Isaiah confronts his audience over the frustration they feel because their fasting and other efforts 
to obtain God's blessings have apparently been fruitless (58:1-5).  They have been both diligent 
and persistent in undergoing fasts, making sacrifices, and praying, yet they are unfulfilled and 
even disappointed with God.  Indeed, day after day they performed these actions, but their 
eagerness for God was in appearance only (verse 2).  They sought God so that he would fulfill 
their own wishes, rather than getting closer to him so that they could learn his ways. 
 
So, when they want to know why all of this 'worship' activity has not worked, God tells them that 
the activities do not reflect their hearts.  They deprive themselves and exert themselves only in 
the hope of getting something in return.  Therefore, even while they fast and pray, they mistreat 
others and quarrel with one another.  A "day acceptable to the Lord" (verse 5) has less to do with 
the physical actions than with the intent behind them.  Neither fasting nor praying nor any other 
kind of worship has any meaning to God if we are expecting something in return, or if we feel 
superior to others because of performing these actions. 
 
Spiritually fruitful fasting is much different (58:6-9a).  It, or any other kind of activity, must be 
accompanied by a godly attitude in order to have any spiritual value.  Depriving oneself of food 
is neither a positive nor a negative in itself; it can be either, depending on one's attitude.  But 
sharing food (or anything else) is always a helpful thing to do.   This is a simple principle, but it 
helps us to see what God considers to be fruitful worship. 
 
Thus the Lord will answer us when we call out to him with the right attitude and the right 
expectations.  He knows that it is tough for us to turn away from this world's idols, and again he 
promises to be our 'rear guard' (see also 52:12).  God's will is always for us to pull our hearts out 
of this world, so that we can live in his presence.  He will always be ready to help anyone and 
everyone who willingly chooses to do so. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What was Isaiah's audience doing wrong with their 
fasting?  What problems now might be parallel with this situation?  What was the result 
of their fasting and worship?  How can they correct the situation?  In what areas of our 
relationship with God can we apply these principles? 

 
Like A Well-Watered Garden (Isaiah 58 :9 b -14) 
 
Our expectations can either help or hinder us as we travel along the highway that leads to God.  
If we expect God only to supply whatever worldly things that our flesh desires, then we shall 
often be disappointed.  But if we have faith that God will supply us with all the things that we 
truly need, then we shall find him eager to give us spiritual blessings in even greater measure. 
 
When we adopt God's values and perspectives, he then can include us in his precious ministry of 
rebuilding and restoring (58:9b-12).  A discerning believer recognizes that merely doing nice 
things for others is only a limited blessing if they never come to know God.  While we must 
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accept that many of the things we do in ministry will have no tangible results, at the same time 
we should always remember what matters the most. 
 
Consider Jesus' own life.  When he was on this earth, he had the ability to heal, bless, or change 
anyone, any time, in almost any manner.  Yet he spent roughly 90%  of his life as a purely private 
individual, and then willingly allowed himself to die after addressing only a tiny fraction of the 
physical needs around him.  He did this because the various healings, miracles, and other 
blessings were not the main goal of his ministry. 
 
So too, we are a light in the midst of the thick darkness of this world*.  We know the answers 
(only because God in his grace has told them to us) to the things that matter the most.  We need 
never worry about eloquence, intelligence, methodology, or popularity, as long as we stick to the 
truth.  God is just, for this is something we are all capable of doing. 
 

* This becomes a constant image in the next few chapters of Isaiah.  If you have a chance, browse through 
chapters 59-62, and note how many times Isaiah uses light/ darkness or seeing/ blindness as images. 

 
Isaiah describes this ministry using prophetic imagery of raising age-old foundations, repairing 
broken walls, and restoring streets and buildings.  What God wants from us is neither a new 
theology nor a new methodology, but rather a return to him.  When God made the very first 
humans, for a short time they lived in his immediate presence without sin.  But ever since sin 
entered the world, God's presence has been obscured by clouds of sin, selfishness, pride, and 
doubt.  He offers us the extraordinary blessing of helping his light to shine through all this. 
 
Finding joy in the Lord (58:13-14) is a different and more blessed thing than merely receiving 
nice things from God.  It means to enjoy and appreciate the reality of knowing God and of living 
in his presence.  Isaiah expresses these in terms of the Sabbath*.  "If you call the Sabbath a 
delight" obviously refers to more than merely following rules about avoiding work.  The reason 
for these commands was never a matter of obedience for obedience's sake, but in order that the 
people might experience what God values most: the reality of him living among them. 
 

The Christian's Sabbath rest also centers on being with God.  It is a misconception that Sunday has replaced 
Saturday as the Sabbath, because the idea of Sabbath is fulfilled in a more complete and spiritual way by 
the whole of the Christian life, which no longer centers on self but on God.  See Hebrews 4:1-11 for further 
thoughts. 

 
The prophet's promise that we can ride on the heights of the land (verse 14) illustrates God's 
hope that his believers can rise above this world, and live for something more important than this 
world's cheap toys and vain competitions.  It is a calling hard for us to accept, and even harder 
for us to put into practice.  Fortunately, with God all things are possible. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: In what ways do we bring light to this world?  What 
implications does this have?  In what ways can believers rebuild and restore old 
structures and foundations?  How do we learn to find joy in the Lord?  What does God 
promise in return?  What does it mean to "ride on the heights of the land"? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, October 2008 - ©2008 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 



ARISE, SHINE, FOR YOUR LIGHT HAS COME: 
STUDIES IN ISAIAH 50-66 

 
Notes For Week Seven: His Own Arm  Worked  Salvation (Isaiah 59 :1-21) 

 
R eturning to a key issue in our relationship with God, Isaiah discusses our problem of sin and 
God' s solution to it.  If we are to appreciate the glorious blessing of God' s grace, then we must 
first understand that the problem of sin is unsolvable by human means.  T hen, if we are not to 
despair because of our sin, we need to ponder what is involved in God' s amaz ing offer of grace. 
 
Review Of Rec ent Classes 
 
God's faithful love, quite different from what the world calls 'love', defines and explains many 
other aspects of our relationship with him (54:1-55:5).  Having explained the choice between 
God and this world, Isaiah exhorts us to "call on him while he is near" (55:6-57:13), so that we 
do not miss the opportunity to know our Creator. 
 
Isaiah has often mentioned God's desire to build a highway that leads to God's presence, and the 
prophet now explains God's plan to prepare this 'road' (57:14-58:14).  God wishes to remove the 
obstacles from our path, yet most of the obstacles are things like pride, selfishness, and other 
hindrances that come from ourselves.  Thus, as Isaiah reminds us, God lives in his own holy 
place, yet he also comes and makes his home with those who are humble and contrite. 
 
Then the prophet contrasts fruitless worship and fruitful worship, using fasting as an example.  
The kind of fasting that God has chosen is that centering on God and on others.  After all, it 
pleases God more for us to share with others than for us to deprive ourselves.  It is not the 
physical actions in themselves that matter, but the attitude and expectations behind them. 
 
God enables his people to be like a well-watered garden, full of life and able to share that life 
with others.  He equips his people for a ministry of rebuilding and restoring.  We do not have to 
build anything new, but only to seek and strengthen the spiritual foundations that God has laid. 
 
Y ou r S ins Have Hidden His F ac e (Isaiah 59 :1-8 ) 
 
Isaiah has repeatedly reminded us that our own sin is the main (and, in a sense, the only) obstacle 
to knowing God and living in his presence.  Because this can be so difficult for us to accept, he 
deliberately exaggerates human sinfulness, as a way of helping us to see what it looks like to 
God.  The intention is not to harm us, but to bring us to a spiritually healthy sense of conviction. 
 
We know that the arm of the Lord is not too short to save (59:1-2); that is, God can overcome 
any obstacle that keeps us from him.  Any separation in our relationship with him is due to our 
own sin.  We are familiar with Isaiah's statement that, "your iniquities have separated you from 
your God", and the concept is not a complicated one.  Yet it can be difficult to remember this 
when we most need it.  When the prophet tells us that God will not hear us, he does not mean 
that God ignores us, but rather that our sins damage or even destroy our communication with 
God - something to consider when we struggle with doubt or confusion. 
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Because we live in a world full of sin, and are subject to temptations and weaknesses ourselves, 
we can easily become hardened by human sinfulness (59:3-8).  This is why Isaiah goes into such 
vivid detail (here and elsewhere) about the disgust and revulsion that God feels towards our sin.  
He knows that it is not encouraging or pleasant, but he also knows that we cannot appreciate his 
greatest blessings unless we understand what sin does to our relationship with him. 
 
The shedding of blood is displeasing to God, yet we may not realize how hardened we can be to 
the violence of the world.  Many persons are outraged by war or disaster, yet turn a blind eye to 
suffering in their own communities, caring only about their own safety and well-being.  Guilt 
may be obvious for sins we would never commit, yet the lies we tell, or the selfish ambitions in 
our hearts, are just as deadly as drug abuse or sexual immorality.  All sins are like vipers' eggs or 
cobwebs in God's sight, for they hide God's righteousness and pull our eyes away from him. 
 
Isaiah also convicts us of our tendency to rush into sin (verse 7)*, which we can do through 
catering to our fleshly desires, through approving of the sins of others, or through worshiping 
idols of our own making.  It matters not to God whether we take stands that are applauded by the 
world, or even in the church.  We are still sinners, and all sin keeps us (and others) from knowing 
the peace of God.  Thus the prophet says, "the way of peace they do not know" (verse 8)*.  
"There is no difference, for all have sinned . . . " (Romans 3:22-23). 
 

* Verses 7-8 are quoted in Romans 3, a passage in which P aul emphasizes the universal nature of sin.  
Romans 3:9-18 also includes quotations from several P salms (and from Ecclesiastes 7), with a number of 
them using images and terms similar to those in Isaiah 59.  It is a good study to compare these passages, 
looking of course at their contexts, for they are written to make some similar points. 

 
Questions for Discussion or Study:  How do we know that God's 'arm' is not too short to 
save?  In what sense does he hide his face because of our sin?  Does he have to do this?  
Why do Isaiah and other biblical writers stress how much God hates our sin?  What 
response does God want?  Are the characterizations in verses 3-8 true of every human? 

 
We Look F or J u stic e, Bu t F ind N one (Isaiah 59 :9 -15a) 
 
The desire for justice is one of our strongest impulses, as indeed it should be, for we were made 
in the image of a just and righteous God.  Yet our search for justice on this earth usually ends in 
disappointment and frustration.  At some point, we must come to realize that genuine justice is 
found only in God - for his justice is of a different type altogether from that of this world. 
 
We can sympathize with Isaiah's statement that "we look for light, but all is darkness" (59:9-11).  
We all want light: truth, justice, love, righteousness, and hope.  But if we look for it in the wrong 
places, we never find it.  Even our most foolish or sinful desires are actually a desire for God and 
his light, a desire that gets distorted by the world's lies and our own fleshly limitations.  Thus we 
can find ourselves unfulfilled even when we get exactly what we thought we wanted and needed. 
 
To look to the world for the things that only God can provide is a fruitless search, yet it is one 
that every human nevertheless wishes to try.  This is the point behind Isaiah's depiction of all 
humanity as blind and groping, stumbling around as if darkness had come upon the earth at 
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midday*.  Recall Isaiah's attacks on idols - we turn to idols because they seem to promise the 
same things God promises, only more quickly and easily.  Yet eventually we find that our idols 
only enslave us, demanding more and more allegiance while giving us less and less in return. 
 

* There is an interesting, though no doubt incidental, parallel with the darkness at noon that occurred 
during the crucifixion of Jesus (Matthew 27:45, Mark 15:33, Luke 23:44).  Though the contexts and 
implications are dissimilar, both suggest God's dislike of sin and the power of sin to confuse and disorient.  
The crucifixion passages are usually considered to be fulfillments of, or connected with, Amos 8:9. 

 
There is an insurmountable obstacle that will always make it impossible for us to find justice, 
safety, or light in this world: sin (59:12-15a).  Our sins testify against us, and indeed they will 
always testify against us.  Even when we deny them or try to rationalize them away, they are 
always testifying in our hearts.  Further, others around us struggle with sin and desire.  We thus 
fall into competition with one another for the world's apparent prizes, to no one's lasting gain. 
 
Sin induces us to take our natural and healthy desire for God's love and turn it into immoral 
sensual desires.  Sin provokes us to take our natural and healthy desire for eternal security and 
turn it into a foolish, self-destructive desire for temporary 'fun' and excitement that makes us 
forget spiritual responsibilities.  In many such actions, we turn our backs on God, because the sin 
in our hearts pushes us away from him, and causes us not to want to live in his presence*. 
 

* Consider the reaction of Adam and Eve when they committed their first sins: they immediately preferred 
to hide from God's presence rather than seeking it (Genesis 3). 

 
Sin makes justice impossible in this world, because we are all guilty.  When we claim to want 
'justice', what we really desire is for ourselves to be rewarded for all the good things we have 
done, and for others to be punished when they do wrong.  This is not justice that we desire - what 
we really want is for things to be unjust in our favor.  Indeed, whole nations and cultures indulge 
themselves in this delusion, which is behind some of the world's most persistent problems.  Even 
on a small scale, this desire for false 'justice' aggravates many other problems. 
 
The things we so desperately seek in this world are, at best, Freudian substitutes for God's 
greater blessings.  P aradoxically, when we confess and acknowledge our sin and folly, it takes 
away sin's power.  Without the weight of denial and excuses, we can turn to God eagerly, not 
reluctantly, for the grace we need.  "Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so 
that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need" (Hebrews 4:16). 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: From what worldly sources do we seek justice and 
other things only God can give us?  Why do we ask the world for these things?  Do we 
get anything at all from the world?  How can we learn to prevent guilt from keeping us 
from turning to God?  Why is confession and repentance healthier than denial or excuses? 

 
God Intervenes Throu gh Grac e (Isaiah 59 :15b -21) 
 
There are no worldly resources or methods sufficient to bring forgiveness of sins, or effective in 
producing complete justice.  So we are all the more blessed that God himself both understood 
our need and chose to meet it.  In Jesus the Messiah, God's compassion, justice, grace, and 
wisdom are all brought together.  Isaiah looks ahead to this in humble, grateful anticipation. 
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As Isaiah has so often reminded us, it is God's righteousness, not our own, that brings salvation 
(59:15b-17).  Though he has no obligation to do so, God chooses to redeem us and to forgive us 
by grace.  Isaiah describes God's attitude with a rather curious figure of speech.  He depicts God 
observing the complete lack of justice* on this earth, and being 'appalled' (or astonished**) that 
there was no one to intervene or intercede for us. 
 

* Remember that when God speaks of justice, especially in the prophetic books, 'justice' usually means 
giving everyone a fair chance (in this case, to have one's sins forgiven and to know God).  He usually does 
not mean justice in a punitive sense. 
 
** The NASB uses 'astonished', while the NIV uses 'appalled'.  The original word probably combines both 
of these ideas.  The K ing James Version reads, "he wondered that there was no intercessor", using the word 
'wonder' in its older sense, connoting surprise. 

 
God knew all along that sin would separate humanity from him, and that no human savior could 
bring effective spiritual healing.  So Isaiah's depiction is a purely rhetorical device, for it is in 
fact we, not God, who should be appalled and astonished by our desperate need for God's grace.  
When we take an honest look at the things we desire and compete for, it should astonish and 
appall us to realize how distorted our priorities are. 
 
The prophet portrays God as dressing himself in symbolic garments of salvation and zeal, to 
suggest that these are the things that matter most to him.  P aul may well have had this in mind 
when he used similar imagery* in urging Christians to arm themselves with the fruit of the Spirit. 
 

* The best-known example is probably Ephesians 6:13-17.  Notice the exact (and probably deliberate) 
parallels of the 'helmet of salvation' and the 'breastplate of righteousness'. 

 
God's patience is extraordinary, yet there will come a time when "like a pent-up flood" he will 
make his final will clear to all (59:18-19).  He delays releasing his wrath upon his enemies, in 
order to give them every chance to repent and to turn to him.  This means that he also must delay 
(in our timeframe) fulfilling his final promises to believers.  But while pagans enjoy themselves 
for a short time, and then must face eternal separation from God, those who trust in Christ face a 
short period of struggle on this earth, but can look forward to an eternity revering God's glory. 
 
Isaiah's original audience did not know exactly when Z ion's Redeemer would come, but they 
could be certain that he would someday (59:20-21).  Likewise, we do not know when he will 
return, but we know that he will.  To those who repent and who humble themselves, this provides 
a hope that can last through all of this world's turmoil.  God has made a covenant that he will not 
break, and he has left his living Word to guide both us and those who come after us. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: In what sense is God 'displeased' (59:15b) that there is 
no justice on this earth?  Did he expect better?  In what sense was he 'astonished' or 
'appalled' that there was no source of redemption or intercession in this world?  What is 
Isaiah teaching us with these images?  Why does the prophet describe God 'dressing 
himself' with spiritual weapons?  What expectations should this passage give us? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, October 2008 - ©2008 by Mark Garner 
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Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
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ARISE, SHINE, FOR YOUR LIGHT HAS COME: 
STUDIES IN ISAIAH 50-66 

 
Notes For Week Eig ht: The Glory  Of  The Lord  Rises Up on You  (Isaiah 60:1-22) 

 
T hose who come to God' s Messiah, and who believe in him, are able to see God' s glory and his 
light.  Only believers in the Christ are able to understand the reasons why they were created, 
and only the faithful can experience the greatest of God' s blessings.  W e are also able to reflect 
God' s light to the rest of the world, which still lives in darkness, despair, and death. 
 
Review Of Rec ent Classes 
 
Isaiah has exhorted us to call on God while he is near (55:6-57:13), and he has often told us of 
God's wish to prepare the road, or highway, for us to come into his presence (57:14-58:14).  
Because we are powerless to save ourselves, God's own arm worked salvation for us (59:1-21). 
 
Struggles in our relationship with God arise because our sins hide his face from us.  God's arm 
(strength) is not too short to save anyone, but he requires us humbly to accept and confess our 
need for him.  In this world, we look for justice and light, but we find none that will last.  Sin is 
the insurmountable obstacle to earthly justice.  Since we all stand equally convicted of sin, there 
can never be true justice between us.  Only God's overflowing grace can provide relief from the 
endless competition and conflict here on this earth. 
 
So, when God intervenes, it is through grace.  By his own righteousness he brings salvation and 
grace, and by his own righteousness he brings his true justice.  It is not justice of a kind that 
would be recognized by any of the world's governments or leaders.  God justly and righteously 
gives everyone on earth the chance to repent and humbly turn to God.  All who do this are saved 
by God's grace through the blood of Christ. 
 
The Light S hines In The D arkness (Isaiah 60 :1-9 ) 
 
Isaiah often contrasts the light that comes from God with the darkness of sin that covers this 
earth.  He also assures us that we have every opportunity to live in the light, through our faith 
and God's grace.  Here, the prophet uses numerous images to describe the spiritual blessedness 
that comes from God's light, as well as the opportunity to reflect this light to the world. 
 
God's will and Word allow us to bring light into a world that needs it (60:1-3).  The prophet's 
plea for us to rise and shine echoes his earlier comments that God intends us not only to see the 
light and accept his covenant, but actually to be a light and a covenant*.  God's call to humanity 
has always been much more than a mere insistence on intellectual belief and outward action, for 
these things mean little to him without our hearts.  He has always wished for his creations to seek 
him eagerly, one-by-one, with a humble appreciation for the light he brings. 
 

* See, for example, Isaiah 42:6 and 49:8. 
 
The thick darkness on the earth is metaphorical, but still quite real.  The world's bright lights, 
loud noises, and constant self-promotion cannot hide the emptiness, the lack of wisdom, or the 
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lack of direction that characterize humanity, from the lowly and forgotten to the most powerful 
and wealthy persons on the planet.  There is talk everywhere, but insight nowhere.  There is 
factual knowledge in abundance, but no wisdom.  There is activity everywhere, ministry 
nowhere.  Even in the church, there is often little effort to understand the things God values 
most, because we are too concerned with methodologies, personalities, or earthly events. 
 
Seeking the light involves risk and fear.  Even many believers will be afraid to leave behind their 
preconceptions and personal goals for the sake of finding a deeper closeness with God.  
Sacrificing the known and tangible for the unknown and intangible is not easy, and so God offers 
great blessings to those willing to try.  But those who take this step are blessed by knowing God's 
glory, in a way that those who conform to this world will never know.  All who truly wish to 
know God - whether kings or beggars - will be able see the reflection of this living light. 
 
The radiance of the faithful (60:4-9) depicts what God wants for those who love and unceasingly 
seek him.  The joyful assembly that Isaiah describes helps us to understand the blessings that 
matter the most.  The gathering of the exiles, the remnant, of which Isaiah has so often spoken, 
combines joy and hope.  The numbers involved are not as important as the awareness that each 
soul is priceless, and that each soul who returns to God is a great victory. 
 
The prophet also depicts believers being the recipients of the earth's riches, which are brought to 
them by a willing world.  This parallels some of Isaiah's own teachings*, and it also has 
numerous other parallels in Scripture, especially in the Old Testament**.  But notice carefully 
what such passages teach.  The wealth is brought to the believers without them expending any 
effort - that is, God by grace is supplying them with what they need (or with blessings he 
chooses to give them); they are not actively seeking wealth. 
 

* See, for example, Isaiah 23:17-18, 32:18-20, 61:6-9, 66:12.  The emphasis is on God deciding how to 
bless his people, which may or may not be in the ways they expect.  Our part is to trust that God will 
provide us with anything we need, and then to be grateful for his blessings - especially when he gives us 
'extra' things that we did not truly need to have, just to show us that he loves us 
 
** Leviticus 26:1-12 is a characteristic example.  Again, it promises that God will look after believers and 
provide them with anything they need, as well as providing extra blessings of his choosing.  Their part is 
not to seek these blessings, but to be thankful for what they have.  New Testament parallels would include 
passages such as Matthew 19:29 and Luke 6:38 (as well as their parallels in the other gospels).  Notice 
again that God is always the chooser and initiator of the kinds of blessings he gives to his people. 

 
The Scriptures constantly emphasize how generously God cares for his people, even in this brief 
life.  He supplies by grace the things we need, even though we barely notice or appreciate many 
of them.  He also allows us to possess many undeserved and unnecessary things, simply to help 
us get through this life by remembering his compassion for us.  But it is a far greater blessing to 
be endowed with his splendor (verse 9), for this is what foreshadows our eternal home with him.  
And this small touch of his splendor allows us to experience something of his presence, even as 
we still inhabit this perishable world. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: In what sense does God ask us to 'rise'?  What is the 
darkness that covers the earth?  In anyplace not covered by it?  What wealth does the 
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world bring us?  Does the world realize this?  What kinds of blessings should believers 
expect from God?  How do we obtain them?  What is the splendor God gives us? 

 
The Redeem ed Life (Isaiah 60 :10 -22) 
 
The life of God's redeemed reflects the calling and grace of the Christ himself.  The things of this 
world all belong to our Father, who gives us as much as we need.  He expects us to trust him and 
to be grateful for what we have, rather than demanding more.  Since God himself provides an 
unending source of light and truth, he calls us to follow him instead of trusting in the world. 
 
Isaiah's assurance that "your gates will always stand open" (60:10-14) is both a blessing and a 
responsibility.  The basic figure of speech, which includes a depiction of foreigners rebuilding 
the walls* of believers, is both a promise and a responsibility.  God has always intended his 
believers to continue in their natural, daily roles as inhabitants of this earth, rather than 
physically withdrawing**.  Our faith is precious to God, and those who live amongst the 
distractions and trials of this world can bring God great joy simply by remaining faithful. 
 

* Here there is at least a hint at the future rebuilding of Jerusalem's walls that Nehemiah would guide, 
with considerable help from the P ersians.  This may also be true, though to a lesser extent, of Isaiah 
58:12 (there the focus is primarily on spiritual restoration). 
 
** Compare this with Isaiah's frequent exhortations to come out of the world (for example, Isaiah 
52:11).  It is our responsibility to focus our hearts and spirits on heavenly and eternal things, even 
while our bodies must remain for a time on this physical earth.  Consider also P aul's thoughts in 2 
Corinthians 5:1-10. 

 
There are a number of consequences that come with remaining in the world physically.  While 
we still live in this world, God uses the persons and objects of this world to take care of us - this 
is the meaning of Isaiah's image of the faithful being served by kings (verse 10).  On the other 
hand, we must expect that we shall often be despised by those who live for this world and who 
thus do not want to have their idols exposed.    Yet, if we are living by true faith, rather than by 
mere religious routine or rhetoric, then even those who despise us will respect us (verse 14)*, for 
they will know in their hearts that we are living for something greater and better. 
 

* This was demonstrated in many ways by the experiences of the earliest Christians.  They were hated 
almost everywhere, but they were also feared and grudgingly respected, because it was almost impossible 
to motivate them by this world's selfish, short-term means. 

 
God promises the faithful that he will replace their iron with silver, and their stones with iron 
(60:15-22).  The meaning of the images in these verses is that believers can experience an 
entirely new standard of living.  U nlike the world's goals for their standards of living, this is not 
a physical change, but rather a new set of spiritual perspectives on the world.  Walls of salvation 
and gates of praise (verse 18) will replace the earthly things in which we once put our security.  
A new light source, God himself, will illuminate our minds and our hearts, so that we are no 
longer led by this world's 'lights' (e.g. experts or rulers, symbolized here by the sun and moon)*. 
 

* U ltimately, these images will also be fulfilled in an even more complete way.  Compare verses 19-20 
with Revelation 21:23-24 and 22:5. 
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The least of us is like a thousand (verse 22), not in physical strength, but in the ability to 
withstand the world's lies and temptations.  Everything is transformed spiritually, even though 
our daily lives may go on as they have before.  The greatest changes and the greatest blessings 
both take place on this level.  To experience them, we need only to overcome our fear of not 
getting the things we thought we wanted and needed on this earth.  We shall soon discover how 
much better it is to have God's truth, God's grace, and God's hope. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What are the implications of our 'gates' always being 
open?  Why does God want believers to remain for a time on this earth?  What does this 
passage tell us about our relations with unbelievers?  What should change in our 
perspective on the world?  How is this like receiving silver instead of iron? 

 
S u m m ary &  P review 
 
In a sense, the prophet's open appeal in Isaiah 60 is the climax and conclusion of the book.  
Beginning with his prophecies about God's remnant, Isaiah has carefully detailed our opportunity 
to live in God's light.  In the remaining chapters, the prophet re-emphasizes some important 
points, while providing a glimpse of God's perspective as he observes our efforts to seek him. 
 
Isaiah's promise that a remnant will return (Isaiah 1-28) encapsulates the main thrust of God's 
plans and wishes for this earth.  The promise of the remnant also helps to explain or clarify many 
of the prophet's other teachings.  Once we remember that God truly sees each soul as equal in his 
eyes, and that he stands ready to grant every willing soul an opportunity to know him, then many 
of our questions and doubts become far less troublesome. 
 
Having emphasized that God is the sure (and only) foundation for our times (Isaiah 29-49), the 
prophet has continually urged us to turn to God with all our hearts, and to reject or ignore the 
false teachings of the world's idols, no matter how loud they get or how desirable they seem.  
Once we understand what God offers, it is time to "rise, shine, for your light has come" (Isaiah 
50-60).  The New Testament makes frequent use of similar images, because light is a perfect 
metaphor for the change in perspective and values that comes to those who turn to Jesus in faith. 
 
Isaiah's book of prophecy concludes with several exhortations that reinforce his message (Isaiah 
61-66).  He proclaims "the year of the Lord's favor", another figure of speech that describes our 
redeemed status (61:1-62:5).  The redeemed of the Lord are those who live in true awe of God 
and of what God has done (62:6-63:19). 
 
Isaiah points out that, in a sense, God was found by those who did not seek him, for only those 
who seek him by grace find him, not those who try to earn a relationship with him (64:1-65:16).  
The book closes with a reminder that our intended home is not here, but rather is in the new 
heavens and the new earth that God will prepare (65:17-66:24). 
 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, October 2008 - ©2008 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 



ARISE, SHINE, FOR YOUR LIGHT HAS COME: 
STUDIES IN ISAIAH 50-66 

 
Notes For Week Nine: The Year Of  The Lord ' s Favor (61:1-62:5) 

 
A fter reaching the climax of his appeal for us to turn our hearts completely to God, Isaiah now 
offers some additional thoughts that reinforce his message.  L iving in God' s favor is one of the 
great blessings of being in his presence.  If we can understand properly what God' s favor 
involves, then we can begin to experience spiritual blessings that transcend this earth' s troubles. 
 
Review Of Rec ent Classes 
 
Isaiah has exhorted us to call on God while he is near (55:6-57:13), and he has often told us of 
God's wish to prepare the road, or highway, for us to come into his presence (57:14-58:14).  
Because we are powerless to save ourselves, God's own arm worked salvation for us (59:1-21).  
All of these things remind us that we are a remnant chosen by grace. 
 
When the glory of the Lord rises upon us, it is able to change our perspectives as well as our 
lives (60:1-22).  God's glory is a light that shines in the darkness of this world.  This world needs 
his light, to find its way out of the darkness of sin and lies, and ultimately to receive forgiveness 
of sins.  While we are on this earth, God will use the persons and things of this world to supply 
our needs.  Our part is to trust him in faith, knowing that he will give us even more than we need. 
 
The redeemed life brings us new hope and new attitudes.  We do not leave this world physically, 
for we are to be a light and a covenant in it.  As for us, God promises silver in place of iron, and 
iron in place of stone.  This 'upgrade' is a spiritual upgrade, for God takes away old, fleshly 
viewpoints and replaces them with a more spiritual set of priorities.  By seeing things from God's 
viewpoint, and by leaving behind the obsessions and passions of the worldly, we can experience 
a peace and security that transcend this world. 
 
F reedom  F or The Cap tives (Isaiah 61:1-3 ) 
 
God offers us a spiritual freedom that allows us to overcome the troubles of this world.  He can 
transform us, even while we still live in these frail mortal bodies, so that we can turn mourning 
and despair into joy and praise.  To experience this, we must first understand and acknowledge 
our need for him, so that we realize that he alone can give us what we truly need. 
 
Isaiah speaks for us too when he says that, "the Lord has anointed me" (61:1).  In Jesus, we also 
are able to tell the good news to those who need it, and to help those who suffer.  The term 
'anointed' is chosen deliberately, for it establishes a parallel between the Anointed One*, the 
Christ, and the anointed ones**, his followers.  The prophet makes clear to us that the Messiah 
will not come seeking passive adherents, but rather will call believers to follow in his own steps. 
 

* The Hebrew word משיח ("Masiyah" or "Mashiyah") and the Greek word Χριστος ("Christos") both 
literally mean 'anointed one'.  Thus the Hebrew name Messiah and the Greek name Christ are the same. 
 
** In this sense, compare Isaiah's thoughts with 2 Corinthians 1:21-22 and 1 John 2:20, 2:27. 
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Meeting needs characterizes Jesus' own ministry, and it is the ideal of Christian ministry.  The 
captive, the broken-hearted, and the prisoners could certainly include those who are literally in 
these situations, but they also refer to those who are captive to sin or broken-hearted by the 
emptiness of the world.  There are always such persons around us, and the world can help them 
only by temporary means.  Believers in the Christ are able to show others first, that someone 
cares about their sufferings, and then, that the gospel meets needs that are even more important. 
 
Much of Jesus' ministry was spent in relieving the sufferings, sorrows, and anxieties of daily life; 
yet he also knew there were other priorities even more important.  By healing and serving, he 
could call attention to deeper, spiritual needs.  He dealt with only a tiny fraction of the sufferings 
and injustices around him, because his Father cared even more urgently about forgiveness of sin.  
Even those who have no significant earthly needs still desperately need God's mercy and grace. 
 
This is what Isaiah means in proclaiming a 'year' of spiritual blessings (61:2-3).  The year he 
means is not a fixed time period in our earthly chronology*, but a condition or era brought by the 
Messiah Jesus.  Through him Isaiah's 'highway' was completed, allowing universal access to 
God's grace, and with him a new 'year' of God's favor began. 
 

* Isaiah and Jeremiah often speak of literal years, but they also often use terms like 'year' in a metaphorical 
sense: to refer to a time period, usually with a distinct beginning but not always with a well-defined end.  
Some other examples would include Isaiah 34:8, 63:4, and Jeremiah 11:23, 23:12, 48:4.  Both prophets, as 
well as other Old Testament writers, also use 'day' in this same metaphorical sense. 

 
So this 'year' will bring both vengeance and comfort.  It will bring comfort to those who long for 
mercy and grace, but vengeance to those who do not turn to God because of their pride.  No 
excuse remains, for by removing every obstacle on the highway (recall Isaiah 57:14), God has 
done all he can.  The responsibility to seek him is now ours.  "In the past God overlooked such 
ignorance, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent" (Acts 17:30). 
 
Spiritual transformation will allow us to experience the blessing of God's presence even while 
we remain in this physical world.  The 'oil of gladness'* is a testimony that God is with us, 
confirming God's Immanuel promise (Isaiah 7-8).  This replaces the mourning that our souls 
undergo when their longing for God goes unsatisfied, just as in Jesus the 'garment of praise' will 
replace the gloom that inevitably comes at some point from selfish living. 
 

* Isaiah's use of this term is a deliberate reference back to being anointed.  Literal anointing (such as an 
anointing of a king or a priest) would have been done with oil.  See also Psalm 45:7 and Hebrews 1:8-9. 

 
To "be called oaks of righteousness" implies that our spiritual strength is both sufficient to keep 
us safe and also evident to those around us.  The Messiah's devoted anointed ones will never be 
mistaken for adherents of anything other than God and his Anointed One. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How have we been anointed?  How should this 
influence our relationship with God?  How should it affect our interactions with others?  
What kind of 'favor' do we have with God?  Why does Isaiah refer to a 'year'?  What are 
the oil of gladness and the garment of praise?  In what sense are we 'oaks'? 
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Reb u ilding The Anc ient Ru ins (Isaiah 61:4-11) 
 
Long ago, sin entered this world, and it did irreparable damage to God's relationship with the 
people he had created.  Only when the Christ came was the highway to God completely rebuilt, 
and even then most persons still chose to live amidst darkness and spiritual rubble.  Yet we who 
believe, when we embrace what God has given us, can offer a helping hand to lift them out. 
 
Isaiah's promise that "you will be called priests of the Lord" expands on these ideas (61:4-7).  
Under the Levitical system, priests were anointed with oil* as part of their preparation for 
service.  Thus they too were anointed ones, in the lesser sense.  When Isaiah proclaims that 
someday all believers will become priests, he no doubt shocks many in his original audience, 
who associated priesthood with exclusivity in a way that God did not intend. 
 

* Indeed, there was a specially blended anointing oil for the priests and the items they used; this oil is 
described in Exodus 30:22-33.  For examples of its use, see Exodus 29-31, 35, 40, and Leviticus 4 and 8. 

 
Many Israelites misunderstood the Old Testament priesthood, thinking it was designed to confer 
special honor and privilege on those who were worthy to minister in or near God's presence.  But 
instead, the real purpose of the priesthood (and of its many rituals) was to demonstrate how 
exclusive God's presence is, to show that no one is worthy to be in the presence of the divine.  In 
Jesus we each have the chance to enjoy the presence of God, for this comes by grace alone. 
 
Isaiah has often spoken of rebuilding and renewing, because once again this combines different 
aspects of his 'remnant' message.  His imagery of places long devastated and of ruined cities 
foretells the coming fall of Jerusalem, but more importantly it describes the spiritual ruin and 
devastation that sin causes to all who indulge in it.  By God's grace both 'ruins' are repairable. 
 
The prophet's call to ministry also has a dual significance.  The people of Isaiah's day had to be 
ready for Israel's future, and today's anointed believers are called to be priests in a new sense.  
Our anointing in Christ brings God's presence into our lives, so that we can help other souls to 
find his mercy and his grace.  Just as the ancient nation of Israel would be ravaged because of 
sin, but later restored and rebuilt, so also the disgrace of our sin will be replaced with a double 
portion of blessing (verse 7), as we are blessed both with salvation and with ministry. 
 
Like ancient Israel, we are a people the Lord has blessed (61:8-11).  But, just as Israel never 
appreciated the greatest blessings God gave them, so also we must learn to look past the material 
and fleshly to see the spiritual and eternal things.  God wants our souls to rejoice, not necessarily 
our flesh.  And he wants us to become fruitful soil (verse 11) that he can use as he wishes, not as 
our fleshly desires would dictate.  Believers in Isaiah's day and believers in our own time both 
wish for God to concern himself with the present, though both its pleasures and its pains will 
quickly pass away.  God loves us too much to sacrifice our eternal well-being for anything. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What kinds of ruins and devastation can we repair?  
In what sense are we priests?  (What did the Levitical priests do in their ministry?)  What 
kind of 'double portion' do we receive?  How does our soul rejoice?  What things make it 
rejoice?  How can we learn to value these things more highly? 
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A D iadem  In God's Hand (Isaiah 62:1-5) 
 
The prophet declares that the world will notice both the blessings and the ministry of believers.  
When believers appreciate the righteousness and salvation they have, and then live for these 
things rather than for the fleshly blessings that the worldly desire, they can be like a torch or a 
beacon.  Developing this kind of perspective also increases our own joy and contentment in God. 
 
For Zion's Sake - that is, for the sake of spiritual Israel - the prophet will not keep silent (62:1-2).  
His message is probably unpopular, but the aim of his message is right and is worthwhile.  Only 
by repeatedly hearing the message will the people learn humility and faith, and only through a 
humble faith can God make their righteousness (which is really his righteousness) shine forth as 
he wishes it to.  Isaiah's anointing (as above) leaves him no choice but to continue to proclaim 
the truth, because God's favor is of greater worth than any earthly privilege or reward. 
 
The new name* that Isaiah promises is symbolic of the transformation that God brings about 
when believers turn back to him.  The difference between a complacent, lazy faith and a humble, 
seeking faith is so large that God will not use the same name for both.  Through Jesus, we are to 
shed our earthly identities and loyalties, so that we can embrace the new call to ministry that we 
receive through Jesus.  Though we continue in the same bodies, we are new creations. 
 

* Compare the use of this image in Isaiah 56:5, 62:2, 65:15 with Revelation 2:17, 3:12.  See also verse 4. 
 
The prophet combines the 'new name' idea with some joyful images that express God's delight in 
the faithful (62:3-5).  We can become a crown or diadem of splendor only in God, by reflecting 
his glory, not by trying to attain glory ourselves.  It is another of God's paradoxes that those who 
seek glory will not find it, while those who know themselves to be inglorious will be glorified. 
 
The symbolic names Hephzibah (roughly, 'my delight') and Beulah ('married') connote God's 
closeness, his presence, to those who heed Isaiah's message.  Paul and John (in Revelation) had 
similar ideas in mind when comparing the faithful with a bride and Jesus as the bridegroom.  
This imagery is not meant to make a parallel with specific marriage responsibilities so much as it 
is meant to suggest closeness and oneness.  We all desire these things, but we often forget that 
the best and most rewarding way to experience them is through God himself. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How can our righteousness 'shine'?  What brings this 
about?  What kind of 'new name' does God give us?  What kind of transformation brings 
it about?  Why does God consider us to be like a crown or a diadem?  In what ways does 
marriage parallel the relationship God wants with us? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, November 2008 
©2008 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 



ARISE, SHINE, FOR YOUR LIGHT HAS COME: 
STUDIES IN ISAIAH 50-66 

 
Notes For Week Ten: The Red eem ed  Of  The Lord  (Isaiah 62:6-63 :19 ) 

 
T hrough God' s Messiah, we receive a new name - that is, a new identity.  T his is true both as 
individuals and as a body.  In J esus, we are the R edeemed of the L ord, the H oly P eople, the 
S ought A fter.  T he prophet does not teach us these terms in order to exalt us to a new and 
privileged status.  R ather, he proclaims them because they confer upon us new responsibilities. 
 
Review Of Rec ent Classes 
 
Because we are powerless to save ourselves, God's own arm worked salvation for us (59:1-21), 
making us a remnant chosen by grace.  When the glory of the Lord rises upon us, it is able to 
change our perspectives as well as our lives (60:1-22).  Thus Isaiah calls us to 'arise', to respond 
to God's invitation to travel on the 'highway' that leads to his presence. 
 
When we respond to God's call, we can experience the 'year' of the Lord's favor (61:1-62:5).  We 
ourselves can be freed from sin, and we can also proclaim freedom for others who are captive, 
whether figuratively or literally.  This ‘ year’  of spiritual blessings brings a transformation of our 
perspectives, so that we can learn true, lasting joy and security that transcend this world. 
 
Isaiah often speaks of rebuilding ancient ruins.  Later generations rebuilt Jerusalem, but more 
importantly, through God and his Messiah we rebuild the closeness with God that was destroyed 
when sin entered the world.  In this sense, all believers are 'priests of the Lord'.  No one is worthy 
to be in God's presence, but by grace we can tell others that the highway to God is open to all. 
 
The prophet describes us as being like a diadem in God’ s hand, something of great value to God.  
We are (figuratively) called by a new name, because the transformed perspective effectively 
makes us new creations.  God’ s delight in the faithful is so strong that he is willing to endure the 
ingratitude and rebellion of the rest of the world, for the sake of those few who turn to him. 
 
Watc hm en On The Walls (Isaiah 62:6-12) 
 
God's promise to watch over the faithful is one of our most valuable blessings.  Yet we too often 
misunderstand what this assurance really involves.  As a result, we can find ourselves failing to 
appreciate the promise, or even questioning God's willingness (or his ability) to fulfill it.  But all 
the same, it is one of the keys to realizing just who we are in the eyes of God. 
 
To emphasize the importance of assembling God's remnant, the prophet calls for there to be no 
silence and no rest until all is finished (62:6-7).  The image of watchmen lined up along the city 
walls implies that God never ceases to search human hearts, to see which ones are seeking him in 
truth.  God is always present, yet it is our responsibility to seek and to acknowledge him. 
 
God's wish is to 'establish Jerusalem', that is, to bring together a remnant of believers from the 
whole earth, to be "the praise of the earth".  The creation speaks in many ways of God's power 
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and majesty, but it is the presence of the faithful - no matter how few they may be - that testifies 
to God's righteousness, justice, and mercy.  These are the things that matter to God the most. 
 
The Sought After is one of the new names* that will be given to the faithful (62:8-12), in 
describing their new identity through the Messiah. New names and a new identity are also 
accompanied by new assurances of spiritual guidance and care for those who value them. 
 

* See also Isaiah 62:4.  All of these names are figurative, concentrating on the relationship that the faithful 
have with God.  The names in 62:4 focus on a believer's closeness with God (relationship with God, contact 
with the presence of God), a blessing in which each of us shares individually.  The names in 62:12 
emphasize the nature of God's people (as a whole) as a visible testimony to his presence on this earth. 

 
God often disciplined ancient Israel by allowing them to be plundered by neighboring pagan 
peoples*, so his assurance that "those who harvest (grain) will eat it" signals a welcome change.  
Of course, God gives this its most precious fulfillment in a spiritual sense - he is less concerned 
about protecting those who sow physical seed than he is with guiding those who sow spiritually. 
 

* This was particularly frequent during the time of the Judges, but it also happened at times during the 
kingdom era.  The prophets sometimes used these occasions as a warning or a reminder, 

 
Isaiah emphasizes this by repeating some of his recurring imagery about God preparing the road, 
the highway (verse 10).  God promises to keep this highway clear of external obstacles, so that 
those who seek him (who plant spiritual seed) can always find him (reap the harvest).  At the 
same time, this is purely an act of grace on God's part, since we are incapable of making seed 
grow, and we are incapable of clearing the road for ourselves.  All he asks us to do is to pass 
through the 'gates' that he has so graciously opened. 
 
His recompense is with him (verse 11; see also 40:10), because God's presence is itself the best 
reward that he gives us.  When we are finally able to be with God in his own realm, it will 
outshine earthly pleasures and earthly pains alike.  Even now, in those occasional moments when 
we can see through the fog of this world and glimpse God's presence, we can gain more genuine 
wisdom and encouragement than we would receive from untold hours of earthly effort. 
 
The new names in verse 12 reflect our blessed opportunity to rise above the obsessions and 
entanglements that rule the lives of the worldly*.  This makes the faithful a Holy P eople, for we 
are no longer trapped in the world's futile viewpoints.  We have been Redeemed from the world's 
emptiness.  We are the Sought After, for we have obtained by grace what the world fruitlessly 
seeks by its own effort and goodness**: not the trivial things that they think they need, but the 
security, contentment, purpose, and true hope that they really need.  These blessings may seem 
'intangible' to the worldly, but for this very reason they are more lasting and more valuable. 
 

* Compare these names with, for example, P eter's descriptions of believers in 1 P eter 2:9-10. 
 
** P aul offers a similar perspective in passages like Romans 9:30-33 (note the quote from Isaiah! ). 

 
Questions for Discussion or Study: What are the 'watchmen' for (verse 6)?  In what sense 
are we not to rest or be silent?  In what sense do we enjoy the results of our 'sowing'?  
What does each of the names in verse 12 tell us?  How do they compare with Hephzibah 
and Beulah (verse 4)?  How can we be more appreciative of God's 'intangible' blessings? 
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An Om inou s Interlu de (Isaiah 63 :1-6) 
 
The flesh tends to be complacent about spiritual reality and responsibility, and to be unthankful 
for spiritual blessings.  So Isaiah accompanies his joyful message with a dire forewarning.  This 
brief conversation with God reminds us not to use God's patience and compassion as an excuse 
to deny spiritual truth.  God's wrath towards the impenitent is real, it is justified, and it is certain. 
 
Though the answer to the question, "Who is this . . . with his garments stained crimson?" is 
obvious, we may find ourselves trying to deny it (63:1-2).  The prophet depicts God coming from 
Edom*, where he has just rendered dire judgment on unbelievers.  God identifies himself both as 
"speaking in righteousness" and also as "mighty to save".  When the prophet naively (but clearly 
rhetorically) asks him why his garments are so red, God answers in graphic fashion. 
 

* Bozrah is chosen simply as a representative location in Edom.  As Israel's close relations and oldest rival, 
Edom is used here in a figurative sense, to represent those who make no claim to believe in God. .  So God 
comes from Edom to represent his judgment of the unrepentant.  The implication here is the same as that in 
1 P eter 4:18, "If it is hard for the righteous to be saved, what will become of the ungodly and the sinner?"  
Believers should not be complacent about judgment, but should be especially aware of its sobering reality. 

 
God is depicted as 'treading the winepress' as an image of judgment (63:3-6).  The stains from 
crushed grapes are a vivid symbol for the flowing blood that alone can pay for sins against God.  
In calling this process a 'day' of vengeance and a 'year' of redemption, Isaiah implies two crucial 
realities.  God's vengeance lasts only a 'day', meaning it is rendered swiftly and then is over, with 
all future relationship severed; his redemption lasts a 'year', for its blessings remain for a long 
time*.  Yet both are part of God's character, and both will one day be eternal realities.  If we 
have genuine compassion for others, then we shall make sure that they also are aware of both. 
 

* Compare these thoughts with P salm 30:5 (be careful to note the context), 
 
It is God's own arm at work in all these things (compare 63:5 with 59:16).  No one compels him 
to render judgment, and no one forces him to dispense mercy; he does both freely of his own 
will, because of who he is.  And no human has the right to critique or question his will, for it is 
we who are subject to his judgment, not the other way around.  If we remember that and accept 
it, then God by grace grants us more spiritual blessings than we can count. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why does Isaiah format this passage as if it were a 
conversation?  Why does he place so much emphasis on images of blood?  What 
response does God want from believers?  Why do we need to be reminded of his 
readiness to judge and destroy those who do not humble themselves before him? 

 
An U np rovoked Reb ellion &  A Hu m b le Retu rn (Isaiah 63 :7-19 ) 
 
This passage recaps the spiritual cycle of rebellion and return that the prophet often describes.  
Despite owing our very existence to God's grace, the weakness of our flesh leads us astray, and 
we seek to rule in God's place.  We are all guilty of doing this, so the crucial question is not 
whether we are innocent, but whether the awareness of our guilt leads us to repentance. 
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In the history of ancient Israel, there were many times when God's kindness to his people was 
repaid with grief (63:7-10).  This has also been true on many occasions throughout subsequent 
history.  It is not possible for the human mind to grasp, or even to notice, all that the Lord has 
done for us (verse 7).  Yet if we could at least get a better idea of what matters to him, it would 
give him great joy.  Of all the ways he blesses us, it is his love, mercy, and redemption, not any 
material things or sensual pleasures, that best show how he feels toward us.  Of all the things we 
can give him, it is humble hearts, not great deeds or noble words, that mean the most to him. 
 
Sadly, a good portion of the rebellion and conflict that Isaiah describes comes not from 
deliberate evil, but simply from our misunderstandings of what pleases God.  He does not want 
us to force others to obey him, nor does he want us be ashamed of his Word and will.  But 
because we invariably prefer fleshly actions to spiritual perspectives, we involve ourselves in 
irrelevant squabbles about ministry methods, secular affairs, or personal prominence.  We ought 
instead to focus our energies on knowing God, and then he could easily enlighten us on those 
particular occasions when such things do matter to him in some small way. 
 
It is better still to ponder, whenever we sense our soul's needs, where (and who) is our redeemer? 
(63:11-19).  Even in Isaiah's now-distant era, those with perception often recalled the days of 
old, as a time when God's presence was more of a reality to them*.  The presence or absence of 
God (that is, whether or not we perceive his nearness) affects all that we do, think, and say, even 
if we do not realize this consciously. 
 

* That is, Isaiah is encouraging us to look back at times when we were closer to God.  He is not advocating 
the fruitless indulgence of decrying how much better things were at some imaginary point in the past.  If 
some time in the past truly was better for us (rather than only being better in our minds), then it is because 
we were closer to God, not because that former time was in itself 'better' in some absolute sense. 

 
When we come to a genuine realization of our need for God, this leads naturally to a plea for 
God's zeal, might, tenderness, and compassion.  These qualities will be effective in our souls 
when we are close to him, but they will be mere words when our hearts are far away.  When we 
foolishly ask God why he has made us "wander from your ways" (verse 17), the answer is that it 
is our own self-will that causes such problems.  Yet even this awareness is good news, for it 
shows us that we do not need to (and indeed cannot) earn our way back into his presence.   
 
Everything about the new sense of identity that Isaiah has discussed - the new names, the new 
perspectives, the new sense of purpose - is available by grace to all who desire it.  No matter why 
or how we may have strayed, we need only turn back humbly to him, and all is forgiven. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why didn't ancient Israel appreciate what God had 
done for them?  In what ways did they rebel?  What misunderstandings of God did they 
have?  In what ways are we similar to Isaiah's original audience?  What kindnesses has 
God shown us?  How can we be more grateful for them?  What misunderstandings of 
God do today's believers have?  How can we tell which ones are important? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, November 2008 
©2008 by Mark Garner 
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ARISE, SHINE, FOR YOUR LIGHT HAS COME: 
STUDIES IN ISAIAH 50-66 

 
Notes For Week Eleven: Fou nd  B y  Those Who Did  Not Seek (Isaiah 64:1-65:16) 

 
T he awareness that salvation truly is by grace, not by knowledge or works, is necessary to any 
understanding of God.  T o his earlier discussions of this idea, Isaiah now adds the paradoxical 
proclamation that God has been found by those who did not seek him.  T his is a figurative ( and 
deliberately provocative)  way of saying that no one is ever saved by merit of any kind. 
 
Review Of Rec ent Classes 
 
When the glory of the Lord rises upon us, it changes our perspectives (60:1-22).  Isaiah asks us 
to arise, and to travel along the highway that leads to God's presence.  We then can experience 
the 'year' (time, era) of the Lord's favor (61:1-62:5).  We ourselves can be freed from sin, and we 
can also proclaim freedom for others who are captive, whether figuratively or literally. 
 
As a body, we then constitute the Redeemed of the Lord (62:6-63:19).  The prophet depicts us 
being encircled by watchmen on the walls - but these are not ordinary watchmen, for their 
purpose is to observe neither silence nor rest as God assembles his remnant.  Then the assurance 
that those who harvest will eat promises that, while in this world we are often denied the fruits of 
our own labor, in seeking God we can be assured that our efforts and sacrifices are never in vain. 
 
In an ominous interlude, Isaiah portrays God 'treading the winepress' of his wrath.  God's 
salvation and his judgment are equally essential to his character.  His feelings are in part 
explained by the cycle of unprovoked rebellion and humble return that the prophet once more 
reviews.  We are never justified in repaying God's kindnesses with sin and grief, nor can we ever 
earn our way back into his presence when we rebel.  But this is actually good news.  For once we 
humbly call out, asking where our Redeemer is, he himself restores our relationship with him. 
 
P lease Com e D own (Isaiah 64:1-12) 
 
It is an important step in our spiritual development to realize our need for God.  Yet we must not 
stop with a simple acknowledgement.  Because this world is devoid of meaning or security, our 
dependence on God is absolute.  When we find ourselves waiting impatiently for God to act as 
we wish him to, he himself may be waiting for us to accept the depth of our need for him. 
 
In those moments when we feel our need for God particularly keenly, we might plead with God 
that he "would rend the heavens and come down" at once to take care of us (64:1-7).  This honest 
expression of the soul's yearning encapsulates complete dependence on God with an absolute 
faith in whatever course of action God chooses to take. 
 
Although God will actually come down only when he judges that the time is right, this is 
nevertheless an attitude that he can use in our hearts.  Those times when God has done 'awesome 
things' quite naturally give us the desire for him to perform even greater works.  But this is not 
his aim, for those who find him must still stay for a time on this perishable earth. 

 1



 
Instead of indulging our understandable but myopic desire for him to fix all of this world's 
problems, God instead wants us to look more deeply into his character.  Although he is pleased 
when we recognize his omnipotence and omniscience, he does not wish to be a mere cartoon 
superhero character who goes around making things right in this world. 
 
No human eye or human ear has seen anything else like God (verse 4), and no human mind has 
conceived of a God like the living God*.  The gospel does not cater to the nature or wishes of 
any individual, any nation, any culture, or any race; it contradicts the pretenses and claims of 
every philosophy, every political system, every religion.  Isaiah's provocative assertion that "all 
our righteous acts are like filthy rags**" (verse 6) immediately makes this clear. 
 

* P aul quotes this verse in 1 Corinthians 2:9, in a slightly different context that emphasizes the inability of 
the human mind to understand God unless he himself teaches us through his Spirit. 
 
** That is, our actions and thoughts, no matter how righteous or desirable in themselves, are worthless for 
earning salvation, deserving grace, or making God love us.  To do right and to believe the truth are valuable 
for other reasons, of course - in fact, it is when we realize how impossible it is to earn God's favor that we 
can understand why he actually does wish us to pursue purity, faith, goodness, and spiritual wisdom. 

 
In reminding us that we are but the clay, not the potter who forms the clay, Isaiah returns to a 
familiar prophetic image* (64:8-12).  For the clay to boast of its own glory would be an obvious 
absurdity, as would any attempt by the clay to assume authority or judgment over the potter. 
 

* See also, for example, Isaiah 29:16, 45:9-10, Jeremiah 18:1-12, and P aul's use of the image in Romans 
9:19-24.  At first glance, 2 Corinthians 4:7 may seem to be unconnected with these, but a careful review of 
the context will show that P aul is using a similar idea there also. 

 
Instead, whatever security the clay might have comes only from the potter remembering that the 
various clay vessels are the works of his own hand, so that they matter to him.  When the clay 
creations reveal their defects, they thus cannot defend or explain themselves, but can only hope 
that the potter is not "angry beyond measure", so that he does not destroy what he has created. 
 
God wishes for us to realize the depth of our need for him and his grace.  Each of us has the 
responsibility to seek God, and to respond to him in humble faith.  Your relationship with God 
depends on his grace and on your acceptance of it, not on your congregation's teachings or 
accomplishments, and certainly not on the nation or culture in which you live your earthly life. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: When might we feel thoughts like those in verse 1?  
What does God want us to do when we feel this way?  What does he want us to learn?  In 
what way has no eye, ear, or mind perceived anything like God?  What response to this 
idea does Isaiah want?  What should we learn or realize from our position as God's 'clay'? 

 
Here Am  I, Here Am  I (Isaiah 65:1-7) 
 
When Isaiah quotes God saying, "Here am I", it echoes the prophet's own earlier statement.  This 
parallel also has a point: after centuries of fruitless waiting for ancient Israel to acknowledge 
him, God finds that he can attract Gentile believers just by making himself known.  In this 
passage, Isaiah looks at some ideas that will be developed more fully in the New Testament. 
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Some apparent paradoxes involved in seeking and finding God reinforce some key points Isaiah 
has made (65:1-5).  In a figurative manner of speaking, it was to a 'nation'* that did not call on 
his name that God eagerly and deliberately made himself known.  That is, God often found the 
Gentiles quicker to appreciate the things that matter most to him, because their view of God was 
unhindered by traditions and false teachings.  Their own idols were so obviously inferior to the 
living God that it was less difficult for them to see the truth when they met the true God. 
 

* The Gentiles were often referred to as 'the nations".  The grammatical usage here is singular for poetic 
purposes, but it still refers to the Gentiles in general. 

 
The Gentiles of earlier times did not seek God, in the sense that they never tried to prove 
themselves worthy of the living God; they only joined the crowd in following the rites associated 
with their own cultural 'gods'.  Today, it is ourselves who risk becoming like the Israelites, if we 
try to build a case for being better or 'more Christian' than someone else.  The true gospel still 
often finds readier acceptance among those who do not think themselves 'religious' in any way. 
 
In contrast with the enthusiastic responses he occasionally received from the Gentiles, God's 
efforts with the Israelites were giving him mostly frustration*.  In saying, "all day long I have 
held out my hands" (that is, without response), God highlights the constant resistance that their 
pride and undue emphasis on tradition had produced. 
 

* The contrast is not numerical, for indeed a very large proportion of Gentiles did not and do not believe.  
The important distinction is that the Israelites had so much more that could have helped them to find God, 
yet most considered it unnecessary to seek God in any meaningful way - just as many persons today take 
false security in being part of a nation or culture that is superficially 'Christian'. 

 
Their shocking claim that, "I am too sacred for you"* (verse 5) was probably never stated aloud, 
yet it revealed the truth about many hearts.  When they claimed the right to bind their own rules 
and traditions on others, or when they felt spiritually superior to others, it was the same thing.  
And it is the same thing if we indulge in such things today. 
 

* The K ing James translates the phrase as, "(I am) holier than thou", which is where this expression arose. 
 
Thus God speaks of paying them back in full (65:6-7).  The vivid expressions in these verses 
declare a simple truth that still holds true: if we don't want to be close to God, then he will not 
force us to be.  This form of judgment is not hostility or hatred; it is just God's nature. 
 
The warning that they will pay for "your sins and the sins of your fathers" does not mean that 
they will have to pay for individual sins that others have committed.  Rather, because each 
successive generation has unquestioningly adopted the fleshly viewpoints, spiritual 
complacency, and false security of its predecessors, they all share in the guilt for the pride and 
stubbornness that have prevented Gods message from taking root. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: In what sense have some who found God not 'sought' 
him?  What mistakes were made by those who thought they were seeking him?  In which 
position would we find ourselves, most of today's believers, or most of today's 
congregation?  What kinds of punishment might be implied in verses 6-7? 

There Is Y et S om e Good (Isaiah 65:8 -16) 

 3



 
No human sin is in itself too horrible for God to forgive, and no person or group of persons is 
ever too lost for God to help.  If there is the slightest hope for some person to return to God, then 
God will not give up on that soul.  At the same time, God will not force anyone to choose him - 
he honestly and clearly sets forth the options we have available, and then he lets us choose. 
 
Isaiah's generation can count on God preserving descendents from Jacob*, despite their spiritual 
collapse (65:8-10).  The people are like half-crushed grapes, nearly worthless but with a little 
'juice' left.  Again, God persistently offers opportunities to those whose hearts drift far from him. 
 

* In this case, God is in part promising that the Jews of Isaiah's era would have physical descendants who 
would be faithful to God.   This was essential to God's plans for the Babylonian exile and return. 

 
When we stray from God, we often feel that we must follow an arduous path to return to him - 
but he has stayed close by all the time.  It is not for those who are perfect in God's eyes, but "for 
my people who seek me" (verse 10) that God provides such protection, patience and grace*. 
 

* The point is similar to the meaning of parables like Luke 13:6-9, or to a lesser extent Matthew 13:24-30 
(explained in 13:36-43).  In all cases God assures the wavering that he will give them every reasonable 
chance, but also warns them that at some point (unknown to them) the opportunities will cease. 

 
For those who forsake the Lord outright, there is no more hope (65:11-12).  God called each of 
them, too - whether by speaking to them through a believer or by one of the many other means 
available to God - but they did not answer.  If they refuse to heed the living God, then there is no 
alternative way to have their sins forgiven, to save themselves, or to earn God's favor. 
 
The blessings and warnings that follow (65:13-16) encapsulate some of the prophet's previous 
teachings in a more specific manner*.  It is a recurring theme that those who trust God and who 
accept what they have by grace will usually be much more thankful for what they have, while 
those who reject grace, and who think that they have earned what they have, will often find even 
their good things to be a curse to them, since they always feel that they have earned even more. 
 

* P assages like Leviticus 26, Deuteronomy 28, and Deut. 30 contain more detailed versions of these 
teachings.  They have the same general meaning, and the same basic points here apply to them as well. 

 
Isaiah's promise, then, is not that the faithful are guaranteed extra material things or are exempt 
from some misfortunes, but rather that faith allows us to appreciate what we have. Likewise, 
those who reject God do not usually need extra punishment, as they cannot long enjoy even the 
most lavish blessings.  Faith allows us to have and do all things "by the God of truth".  It does 
not always alter the circumstances in our lives, but it always helps us to respond to them. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why does God give 'extra chances'?  Is this a 
motivation to take God less seriously?  What is the difference between those addressed in 
verses 8-10 and those in verses 11-12?  How do the blessings and warnings in verses 13-
16 take effect?  How can we better understand them and notice when they happen? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, November 2008 - ©2008 by Mark Garner 

 4



 5

Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 



ARISE, SHINE, FOR YOUR LIGHT HAS COME: 
STUDIES IN ISAIAH 50-66 

 
Notes For Week Twelve: New Heavens & A New Earth (Isaiah 65:17-66:24) 

 
Isaiah closes his book of prophecy - as well as his appeal for us to call on God - with a depiction 
of a new world that God plans to bring about.  In his imagery of new heavens and a new earth, 
the prophet ties together the many promises he has made, as well as the different levels on which 
they apply: in the return from Babylonian exile, in the Messiah, and in our eternal home. 
 
Review Of Last Week's Class 
 
In a sense, God has been found by those who did not seek him (64:1-65:16).  Isaiah describes a 
feeling that the faithful may experience, when we recognize the full extent of this world's 
emptiness and sin, and we plead with God to come down and fix everything.  Although it is not 
God's intention ever to do so on this earth, this attitude of longing for God and dependence on 
God is nonetheless a necessary stepping-stone towards understanding God's will and perspective. 
 
Neither human logic nor human perception has ever found or imagined anything like God.  We 
are merely the clay with which he works, so that we may stand before him only because we are 
his own creations, and thus dear to him.  When God says, "Here am I, here am I", it echoes 
Isaiah's own words*, and it re-emphasizes the theme of God's presence.  The paradox in seeking 
and finding God is that many who think they are zealously seeking him are doing so with their 
own goodness and wisdom: thus they will not find him, while the humble and poor in spirit will. 
 

* This connects both with Isaiah's offer "Here am I, send me" in 6:8, and also with his statement "Here am 
I, and the children the Lord has given me" in 8:18.  The first time, he speaks to God, humbly 
acknowledging his glory and righteousness.  The second time, he tells the people that he and his sons (to 
whom he gave symbolic names) are signs to them, reminding them of God's presence among them, with all 
of its implications.  Here in chapter 66, it is God who declares his own presence, which he reveals not to 
those who think themselves worthy of him, but to those who humbly confess their need for him. 

 
Despite all the ways that Isaiah has criticized the spiritual shortcomings of those in his audience, 
he assures them that God still wants them for his own.  Just as crushed grapes may have a little 
juice left in them, so also there is yet some good in anyone who realizes that God lives.  God will 
continue to grant opportunities to all who do not reject him outright.  Isaiah follows this message 
with a series of blessings and warnings: blessings of life promised to the faithful, and warnings 
to others not to use God's patience as an excuse to take him lightly. 
 
Before They Call, I Will Answer (Isaiah 65:17-25) 
 
This idealized description of our relationship with God reminds us of the spiritual blessings that 
God most wants to give us.  Despite different eras, different circumstances, and different places, 
God's highest priorities and greatest desires are always the same.  The more that we appreciate 
what matters to God, the more that we can overcome the tumults and distractions of this world. 
 
Isaiah once again expresses God's hope that we will be a delight to him (65:17-19).  This cannot 
happen if we pursue only our earthly goals and activities, for these usually matter to God only 
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insofar as we put them into the proper perspective.  It is when we allow God to make all things 
new that we can fully appreciate him and can please him by our faith.  When we delight 
ourselves in God*, we also become a delight to him**. 
 

* Some examples of God's desire for us to delight in him would include Isaiah 11:3, 58:13, and 61:10.  (See 
also if you can find others, in Isaiah and elsewhere.)  Compare these with the examples in the next note. 
 
** See also Isaiah 5:7, 42:1, and 62:4. 

 
Two of the things that happen when God makes "new heavens and a new earth" are: first, "the 
former things will not be remembered" (verse 17); second, his people's joy will be lasting (last 
part of verse 19).  These apply in several ways.  First, when the exiles return from Babylon, the 
idolatry and disasters that led to exile will no longer trouble them, and they will experience a 
period of spiritual and physical rebuilding that brings lasting blessings from God. 
 
Likewise, the new life in Jesus allows us to erase the sin and folly of the past - we can learn from 
these, but no longer have to be weighted down by them.  The truest joys in Jesus - the spiritual 
blessings - these are ours as long as we wish them to be.  The world can damage or take away 
many of our earthly things, but it can never deprive us of our spiritual birthrights.  "I give them 
eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of my hand" (John 10:28).  
In eternity, of course, the past will forever be left behind, and all joys will be lasting. 
 
God promises the faithful a life of peace and security, not necessarily as to the external events of 
life, but on the inside (65:20-25).  The assurances here go along with the promises given just 
above (verses 13-15).  Isaiah reiterates that, once things are made new, the faithful will never 
again toil in vain (compare 61:8-9).  Whether or not their earthly labors and efforts are 
adequately rewarded or recognized, everything they do in seeking God will be worthwhile*. 
 

* Contrast this with the times Isaiah told his hearers that their actions of 'worship' have become worthless 
or even annoying to God, when their outward acts were not done for the right reasons.  It was one of the 
prophet's first points (see Isaiah 1:11-15), and it will be repeated once more in Isaiah 66:3. 

 
Isaiah adds the assurance that each person will be able to live out a natural lifespan (verse 20).  
This is partially literal, in that those who return from exile will for a time be free from the threats 
of invasions and deprivations to which the people of Isaiah's era were exposed.  Figuratively, it 
promises the chance for us all to know God.  And (recall 11:6-9) the wolf and the lamb (that is, 
persons very different from one another) will live in harmony.  Only in God will we ever find a 
purpose and a calling strong enough and high enough to transcend the divisions and selfishness 
of this world.  Only in God and his Messiah are we all equally humbled and equally treated. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What was new about the heavens and earth when God 
led the captives back from Babylon?  What about when Jesus came to this earth?  In each 
case, how are the promises of verses 25 fulfilled?  What should we learn from them? 

 
Heaven Is My Throne (Isaiah 66:1-11) 
 
God's promises (and warnings) are all the more powerful because he unquestionably has the 
ability to fulfill them.  God's own home is not on this earth, and thus he is not limited by the 
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laws, constraints, or limitations of our physical universe.  Isaiah now reminds us of some of the 
most important implications of this idea, both to caution us and to encourage us. 
 
To exhort us not to be obsessed or pre-occupied with the things of this world, God reminds us 
that his hand has made all these things and more (66:1-2).  Even if this point does nothing more 
than to help us remember who God is, then it is still well worth considering.  Living in a world 
full of noisy distractions, it is not always easy to keep an awareness of the Creator in our hearts.  
Whatever claims the worldly think they have on us, and whatever responsibilities we think we 
may have on this earth, God's claim is superior and greater.  He granted us existence itself. 
 
When Isaiah talks of hearing an uproar taking place in the city, this is an image of judgment 
upon those who have not heeded God's call to humility (66:3-6).  All of their outwardly zealous 
'worship' has proved pointless.  There is nothing wrong with sacrifice in itself or with offering in 
itself, but when they are done in hopes of gaining God's favor by works, then they are of no 
value.  The indication of this was that none of them listened when God called, for they thought 
they could stand on their own righteousness without help from God. 
 
Isaiah uses an apparently illogical image, that of childbirth coming before labor pains*, to help 
us develop the perspective that God seeks (66:7-11).  The literal impossibility of this image 
parallels the nature of salvation by grace, which can be so confusing to the flesh.  The prophet 
rhetorically asks, "Who has ever seen such things?", because God's grace and mercy are unique 
to him; human languages cannot even provide them an adequate definition. 
 

* Compare verse 7 with Isaiah 54:1.  On the other hand, contrast these verses with the more usual ways that 
Isaiah and other inspired writers use the imagery of childbirth and labor (e.g. Isaiah 42:14, John 16:20-22, 
and Galatians 4:19-20).  

 
This analogy calls us to consider the source of our identity in God.  If the 'child' comes before the 
labor pains, then there is no doubt that the birth occurred at the hand of God.  Our relationship 
with him - our right to be in his presence - often comes in spite of our own efforts, not because of 
them.  God has done the preparations, has made the sacrifice, and has offered the grace. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How aware should we be of God as the Creator of all 
things?  How aware should we be of our dependence on him?  How should these affect 
our worship of him?  In what sense were we 'born' without labor pains?  How literally 
should we take this analogy? 

 
God's Lasting Glory (Isaiah 66:12-24) 
 
The book fittingly closes with a declaration that God's glory will be universally proclaimed and 
acknowledged.  As before, this will be fulfilled in multiple ways.  From our perspective, many 
centuries after the Christ's earthly ministry, we can see all of the promises that he has fulfilled, 
and we have every reason to believe that God can and will fulfill the promises that remain for us. 
 
Isaiah describes the alternatives of peace from God or fire from God (66:12-17).  This choice has 
appeared in different contexts and under different images throughout the book, because the 
choice is entirely up to us.  We can come into God's presence whenever we humbly call on him, 
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and he will provide comfort for his servants.  He may not shield us from all of the world's pains, 
but he will always comfort us, and he will not let us face more than we can bear. 
 
No one is forced to believe or to desire God, yet all must ultimately face the truth.  "The Lord is 
coming with fire" (verse 15) to rebuke those too foolish to believe in him or to heed his Word.  
Isaiah has given many such warnings, so that we can be assured of judgment on those who do 
not repent of sin.  Yet this is by no means a call for us to judge or condemn them; indeed, we 
have no standing to do such a presumptuous thing.  Rather, God wishes us to be assured that they 
will be punished in full.  If anything, we thus should pity sinners, not hate and condemn them. 
 
The book closes with a gathering from all nations*, as God pulls together the remnant of 
believers from all times and places (66:18-24).  This fulfills so many of the promises** that 
Isaiah has given about the remnant, about God, and about God's glory.  Several times, God 
himself assures us that "they will come and see my glory".  God's glory will shine upon us, as 
Isaiah has also promised.  It will make even the brightest of earthly lights, even the greatest of 
earthly heroes, seem dim and weak by comparison. 
 

* Verse 19 provides a brief list of far-flung places, not as literal boundaries, but as representatives of the 
many distant locales that one day will be home to believers. 
 
** Note, for example, the reference to God's holy mountain (verse 20), a recurring theme going back to 2:2. 

 
Enduring life and a lasting, fruitful ministry of praise are also characteristic of the new heavens 
and the new earth.  As before (see notes to Isaiah 65:17-19, above), these apply to the return 
from exile, to the coming of the Messiah, and to our eternal home. 
 
At first, it may seem inappropriate that a book of such sweeping prophecies and transcendent 
scale would finish with a vision of believers observing the gruesome fate of those who rebelled 
against God (verse 24).  Yet this is neither a vengeful display nor an indulgence in gloating.  It is 
simply important, as the prophet has often reminded us, for us to realize what it means to reject 
God, and to remind ourselves of our own need for his grace.  These rebels suffer the fate that 
could have been ours. 
 
We have now seen Isaiah's message come full circle.  God created a world and filled it with 
billions of humans, yet only a remnant of them seeks him in humility and faith.  God's 
perspective provides us with the only way to find security and a purpose that will endure beyond 
this fragile life.  God promises those who believe that they will receive the grace, compassion, 
strength, and wisdom that they need to overcome this world.  Then he calls us to arise, to shine, 
because the true light that gives light has come into the world, and it is shining on us. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why does Isaiah so often draw a sharp contrast 
between the fates of those who believe and those who do not?  Is there a 'middle ground'?  
Why is it important that the gathering in this passage draws persons from all nations?  
What are life and ministry like after each of the ways that God has made new heavens 
and a new earth?  What overall lessons does Isaiah want to leave with us? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, November 2008 - ©2008 by Mark Garner 
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Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 


