
THE SURE FOUNDATION FOR YOUR TIMES: 
STUDIES IN ISAIAH 28-49 

 
Notes For Week One: Grain Must B e Ground (Isaiah 28:1 -29:1 2) 

 
Now that the prophet has carefully detailed God's wish to call forth a remnant of believers out of 
an unbelieving world, he begins to focus more closely on the foundation of faith that God wishes 
his remnant to have.  S ince the world will not stop in its efforts to pull us back into its futility, 
Isaiah's warnings and ex hortations are j ust as vital to today's believers as they were originally. 
 
Review Of Isaiah 1-27  
 
Isaiah 1-5 provides an exposition of the book's main themes, centering on the warning to return 
to God, and on the promise of grace and blessing for those who do.  Then (Isaiah 6), Isaiah 
describes his call to prophetic ministry.  Seeing the Lord was a humbling experience, and it gave 
him a perspective that transcended the temporary concerns and trivial affairs of this world. 
 
With Judah under attack from the northern tribes of Israel in alliance with Aram, God sends 
Isaiah to teach both the king and the people to trust in God, not in worldly force (Isaiah 7-12).  In 
so doing, Isaiah also proclaims some significant prophecies about the Messiah.  The Immanuel 
theme ('God with us') ties together the (then) present and the future. 
 
The emphasis then turns outward (Isaiah 13-21), as the prophet proclaims a series of oracles 
about the nations of his era.  These messages show God's desire to crush human pride in all its 
forms, and his desire to build a remnant of persons from every time and place who seek the truth 
and who wish to know their God. 
 
The prophet exhorts believers to adopt a complete change of perspective (Isaiah 22-27), and to 
see both worldly things and spiritual things in their true light.  The last four chapters of this 
section are often called "Isaiah's Apocalypse" because of the drastic change of viewpoint they 
present.  Isaiah describes Jerusalem as 'the V alley of V ision', for God's people have become the 
opposite of what they were intended to be, and now need to see things more clearly.  The entire 
earth is perishable and temporary; it will suffer much discipline and will someday cease even to 
exist. But God will always provide a shelter from the storm, spiritual safety, for his remnant. 
 
An overriding lesson in this part of Isaiah is the awareness of what really matters to God.  From 
his divine and eternal perspective, his thoughts about earthly events are much different than ours 
are.  If we develop the right point of view, then we can see how everything in this life actually 
points us to our need for God and for the lasting blessings that only he can give us. 
 
A  Wreath F or The Remnant (Isaiah 28:1-15) 
 
While worldly persons frantically seek the paltry, perishable rewards ('wreaths') that this earth 
offers, God wishes to give truly valuable blessings to his remnant.  Those who wish to obtain this 
world's rewards willingly engage in bizarre, twisted rites that rot their souls, only to 'gain' things 
of little lasting value.  How sad, then, for Christians needlessly to follow the same path. 
 
Isaiah thus draws a graphic contrast between the earthly rewards that the world offers and the 
spiritual promises that God offers, or, as he depicts them symbolically, between wreaths that fade 
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and wreaths* that last (28:1-6).  The prophet uses drunkenness to typify the kind of pointless, 
self-centered behavior that typifies worldly activity of all kinds.  Just as a drunkard takes 'pride' 
in the infantile applause that his peers award him, so also all worldly awards and distinctions are 
in reality nothing but fading flowers.  If understood as such, then such rewards can be accepted 
with humility and gratitude.  But even the faithful can easily be tempted to over-value them. 
 

* Wreaths were already familiar as a symbol of victory and achievement.  The ancient Olympic games 
(which began in 776 BC, a generation or so before Isaiah began to prophesy) used olive wreaths, while the 
ancient Pythian Games used wreaths of laurel or other evergreens. 

 
The Lord, though, is a truly glorious crown to believers.  Long before Isaiah's time, God 
emphasized that he, and a relationship with him, are the greatest rewards he has to offer (“Do not 
be afraid, Abram.  I am your shield, your very great reward” , Genesis 15:1).  It is an occasional 
stumbling point for Christians that God never details exactly what heaven will be like; he only 
promises eternal life.  This is because, as Abraham was told and as Isaiah teaches, it is God 
himself that is our ultimate reward.  If we have true faith in him, then we realize that this is a 
sufficient guarantee of anything else we genuinely need. 
 
Isaiah now describes in more detail the degradation and folly of worldly living (28:7-15), 
touching on several aspects of its futility.  Most obvious is the filthiness of sin, and yet even 
Christians often fail to see sin for what it is.  The world relentlessly exalts sin as something fun 
or sophisticated, or even as something that makes a 'statement'.  The world even pretends that 
some sins, such as pride and selfish ambition, are actually virtues.  But the reality is, as Isaiah 
describes, that all sin is shabby, stupid, pathetic, and ultimately self-destructive. 
 
The next few verses make a different point entirely.  The "do and do, rule on rule"* approach to 
God that Isaiah mocks here is, unfortunately, still common in our own time.  It is easy to rely on 
pat answers to tough questions about God, and it is easy to draw up a list of thoroughly-defined 
do's and don'ts in areas where God wants us to use spiritual judgment instead of rules.  But the 
apparent convenience is far outweighed by the superficial understanding that it produces. 
 

* The text in the Hebrew is difficult to translate confidently, and this English phrase is the best attempt of 
the translators to put what the prophet is saying into English.  In any case, he is critiquing the ritualistic, 
law-oriented approach to God as being inherently mindless and soulless. 

 
These and other forms of worldly living are all what Isaiah calls a “covenant with death” .  
Whether or not they have a superficial appearance of religion, they are not a covenant with God, 
but with the mortal and temporary flesh - hence Isaiah's label for them. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What kinds of 'wreaths' might we pursue today?  
Which are worth having, in God's eyes?  Which ones have apparent appeal but are 
actually worthless?  What can we do to see sin more for what it truly is?  In what ways 
ought we to be careful of the 'rule on rule' approach to God? 

 
A  Precious Cornerstone (Isaiah 28:16-29) 
 
In contrast with the pointless aims and flawed foundations of the worldly, God offers us a 
precious cornerstone, a sure foundation, from which to build and live the rest of our lives.  But as 
grain must be ground before it is useful, so also our hearts must be ready for God to reign in 
them.  This can be difficult, even frightening, for it takes complete humility and trust before God. 
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The stone laid in Z ion is a symbol familiar to us from its New Testament usages (28:16-22).  
Besides the Messianic implications, it reminds us of the steadfast, permanent nature of God 
himself.  Unlike the flimsy things on which the world relies, God is always trustworthy and sure.  
Moreover, as the prophet implies, God is a time-tested stone.  New Testament references like 
Romans 9:33, 10:11, 1 Peter 2:6 apply these qualities to Jesus as well. 
 
No matter what sins and worldly follies we have indulged in, God is able and willing to annul 
what the prophet has called the 'covenant with death', that is, our worship of worldly things in 
return for the cheap 'wreaths' they provide us.  Isaiah describes this as the Lord's 'strange work', 
and an 'alien task' (verse 21).  The prophet knows what God himself has never denied: God's 
ways are completely alien and strange to the fleshly mind.  If we wish to understand God's true 
will, then we must, like Isaiah, learn to see things from the divine perspective, not the earthly. 
 
Returning to a more straightforward analogy, Isaiah reminds us that there are proper times for 
spiritual plowing, sowing, and harvesting (28:23-29).  The farmer plows (prepares the soil) only 
as long as necessary.  Unless the preparatory stage ends, nothing ever grows.  So too the farmer 
plants the seed in its time and in the right places.  There is also a time for spiritual plowing or 
preparation, and a time for spiritual planting or nurturing.  But these are not ends in themselves. 
 
During the next stages of farming, the crop is suddenly treated more harshly, because the good 
crop must be separated from the useless portions of the plant.  But farmers (i.e. in Isaiah's day) 
would use only sticks and rods to do threshing; they do not use sledges, cartwheels, or other 
large implements that would crush and destroy both good grain and useless chaff. 
 
Finally, the grain must be prepared for actual use.  Grain must be ground, spiritually as well as 
physically.  God's good grain, the remnant, must be ground by the hardships and constraints of 
the world, so that we learn to look beyond the world and appreciate what God truly wants for us. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What does the image of a cornerstone signify?  What 
would it have meant to Isaiah's original audience?  What should it mean to us?  Why is 
God's work 'strange' and 'alien'?  How should this affect the way we seek his will?  What 
should we learn from Isaiah's analogy of plowing, planting, and harvesting? 

 
N othing  B ut Words (Isaiah 29:1-12) 
 
One of the root problems that Isaiah faces in his ministry is one that believers struggle with in 
every era: the difficulty of allowing God's teachings and God's will to become reality in our 
minds.  God gladly does everything that he can to help us to realize and understand spiritual 
truths, but our own fleshly resistance can make this much more difficult than it needs to be. 
 
Isaiah's depiction of the siege of 'Ariel' makes use of a thought-provoking image (29:1-8).  Ariel 
is used here as a symbolic name for Jerusalem, because the word itself refers to the altar hearth*, 
the location on the altar where fire consumes an offering.  It is thus the symbolic place of direct 
contact between God's presence and the physical world.  Being 'Ariel' carries both deep 
significance and deep responsibility. 
 

* In the original Hebrew, the word is used several times in Ezekiel with its literal meaning of altar hearth. 
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Closeness with God is a blessed thing to be earnestly desired, but contact between the divine and 
the unclean can have drastic consequences.  If Jerusalem wishes to have a positive relationship 
with God, then it must heed the prophet's urgent warnings.  Since Judah will not (historically) do 
so, the people will find themselves besieged, not merely by foreign armies, but by the God who 
loves them and who needs to purify them through discipline. 
 
Yet despite the harsh discipline that lies ahead - discipline that God regretfully imposes because 
of their complacency and hardness of heart - it will end abruptly.  Thus Isaiah describes the siege 
of Ariel suddenly being broken; the foreign armies lose their status as a divine tool and become 
woefully weak.  The nations that God allowed to attack the Israelites invariably received their 
own punishment later.  Being useful to God did not excuse their sinful violence and pride. 
 
With this in mind, the prophet turns to a denunciation of spiritual blindness and spiritual 
illiteracy (29:9-12).  The former refers to those who simply ignore God's words and truths, while 
the latter describes those who familiarize themselves with factual things about God, but who then 
fail to understand what they truly mean. 
 
Isaiah first declares that those who should have been eyes and heads to the community - that is, 
the prophets and seers, who should have been helping the rest to see and follow God - have been 
among the worst examples of spiritual blindness.  In our own time as well, it is far more common 
for human religious leaders to pursue worldly goals than it is to find those who proclaim God's 
full eternal truth, without apology or rationalizations. 
 
Yet this never excuses anyone else from failing to pursue a genuine knowledge of God.  Isaiah 
satirizes the common excuses for this, which are much the same as the common excuses of our 
own time.  In his depiction, one person lets a seal stop him from reading the elusive words of the 
scroll, while another claims not to be able to read.  The former is illustrative of someone who 
simply will not take the time to understand God's teachings, while the latter is representative of 
someone who stares without understanding at the words God has written. 
 
The implied exhortation to hear, to understand, and to accept God's truth is one that all believers 
should consider carefully.  The world's perspectives constantly creep into our minds, causing us 
to read Scripture with earthly perspectives and expectations, so that they can become nothing but 
words to us. 
 
Throughout Isaiah, we see an emphasis on a genuine understanding of God that will allow us to 
serve him without the need for fleshly tactics such as guilt and pride.  If Isaiah's brief view of 
God on the throne led to a lifetime of proclaiming the truth, then we also have much to gain from 
a sincere effort to understand what spiritual truth is all about. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How does the Ariel symbol apply to us?  How would 
the siege and relief of Ariel apply?  What causes spiritual blindness and illiteracy?  How 
can we help one another to develop a more godly understanding of God's will, teachings, 
and nature? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, June 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. 



THE SURE FOUNDATION FOR YOUR TIMES: 
STUDIES IN ISAIAH 28-49 

 
Notes For Week Two: The Wisdom  Of  The Wise Wil l  P erish (Isaiah 29:1 3 -3 1 :9) 

 
S ince God alone can provide a reliable foundation for our lives and souls, Isaiah wants to help 
us to allow God to become such a cornerstone.  One of the first steps is to recognize all earthly 
foundations as being unreliable.  In this passage, for ex ample, the prophet will discuss the 
inadeq uacy of things such as human knowledge, outward worship, and earthly force. 
 
Review 
 
In Isaiah 1-27, the prophet repeatedly reminds us of God's will for a remnant to return.  This will 
be illustrated later, in a limited sense, when Judah returns from its exile to Babylon.  It is fulfilled 
more completely in the calling out of the remnant from all the nations of the world.  Human 
pride is an enormous obstacle to this, because it blinds us to God and to his will.  But there is 
always a highway made ready through Jesus, for all who wish to know their Creator. 
 
With the idea of the remnant in mind, the book now begins to shift its emphasis, urging us to 
make God and God alone "the sure foundation for your times".  Isaiah will use events and 
images to impress upon us that God alone can provide us with a foundation that will last, and 
that will prove trustworthy throughout all of life's developments.  The faithful prophet will also 
explain some ideas that will help us to begin making this change of perspective. 
 
As Isaiah begins to shift emphasis, he reminds us that "grain must be ground" (Isaiah 28:1-
29:12).  God offers himself as a wreath, a symbol of victory, to the remnant.  Yet we are 
constantly faced with the need to choose between worldly 'wreaths' that fade and the godly 
'wreath' that lasts.  God is a precious cornerstone, and the one sure foundation for our lives.  So 
too, the Messiah, laid also in Z ion, provides the means to come to God. 
 
The prophet uses the analogy of plowing, sowing, and harvesting to describe how God works 
with our souls to nurture our faith and to draw us out of the world and into his remnant.  As each 
stage of the farming process has its time and place, so also all of the things that happen in this 
world are important to God only insofar as they guide us to the awareness of him and the 
awareness of our need for him.  As the grain is threshed only as vigorously as is necessary, so 
also he will allow us to suffer and to be tempted, but never more so than we can bear. 
 
Even to believers, God's teachings can remain mere words.  Isaiah depicts a symbolic siege of 
Jerusalem, calling it Ariel, the altar hearth where God's presence consumes offerings.  We too are 
an altar hearth, where God's light and presence encounter the common and unclean things of this 
world.  We must guard carefully against spiritual blindness and illiteracy.  We should eliminate 
excuses, and apply ourselves to hearing, understanding, and accepting God's truth. 
 
The H umb le Will Rej oice In The L ord (Isaiah 29:13 -3 0:7 ) 
 
Before we can appreciate the lasting blessing, hope, and security that God offers, we must first 
realize that the world offers only false hope, false security, and temporary blessing.  The prideful 
put their confidence in everything from intelligence to rules to force, but these are never worthy 
of a believer's trust.  The humble rejoice not in themselves or in worldly things, but in God. 
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In his time, Isaiah encountered a problem that is chronic in every era: those who 'worship' God 
with their mouths but not with their hearts* (29:13-16).  Such self-deception is simply false 
worship, because genuine worship does not consist of actions that we label worship, but rather of 
acts and words that show what we truly believe to be important and valuable. 
 

* Jesus quoted verse 13 (in Matthew 15:8-9 and Mark 7:6-7) regarding the Pharisees.  Yet it is important to 
note that Phariseeism is only one example of the problem Isaiah describes, and by no means the only one. 

 
The prophet also brusquely dismisses the kind of false wisdom that the world values, reminding 
us of its limitations and its flimsiness in the face of spiritual reality.  Earthly intelligence, in 
itself, is neither a spiritual advantage nor a spiritual disadvantage.  If we use our minds to see 
God, to show him to others, or to understand our need for him, then this is truly wise.  But if our 
education or our knowledge leads us to feel superior, or to feel that we don't need God as much 
as someone less intelligent might need him, then this is exactly what Isaiah criticizes. 
 
One of the characteristics of God is that he loves to reverse the fortunes of this world, so that the 
deaf will hear and the blind will see (29:17-24).  Again, it is not a virtue in itself to be deaf or 
blind, any more than it is to be poor, but neither is it a sign of inferiority or of personal fault.  
God offers help for the humble, in whatever circumstances they may be.  There is never any need 
to be ashamed before God, no matter who we are in the world's eyes, and no matter what we 
have or have not done.  To God, no human being is ever superior or inferior to any other. 
 
The negative side of this is illustrated by the kind of ungodly alliance that believers too often 
seek (30:1-7).  In Isaiah's time, the people and leaders of Judah were afraid of being attacked, 
and many of them sought to ally with Egypt, hoping this would provide 'shade' from the 'heat' of 
Assyria (in the prophet's imagery).  This dependence on the useless worldly power of Egypt* 
was driven by a desire to have a fleshly sense of false security, not by faith.  And thus it would 
bring disgrace - and doubly so.  Egypt would soon prove worse than useless as a military ally, 
and this fruitless fleshly alliance also brought spiritual harm and disgrace to Judah. 
 

* Isaiah is also using Egypt in a broader and more symbolic sense.  Ever since the Exodus, God often 
reminded his people of the Israelites' foolish desire to return to Egypt during times that they endured 
hardship.  See also the notes below on Isaiah 31:1-9. 

 
Questions for Discussion or Study: In what ways might we worship God only with our 
mouths?  What does it mean to worship from the heart?  What forms of 'worship' is Isaiah 
discussing?  Why will God deliberately frustrate and oppose earthly knowledge and 
intelligence?  What are the lessons in this for us?  What might 'Egypt' be to us? 

 
The L ord L ong s To B e G racious (Isaiah 3 0:8-26) 
 
Isaiah vividly describes the frustration of God towards those who insist on taking the easy, self-
serving, temporarily pleasant paths that this world offers them.  God's blessings are so much 
greater and so much more valuable, but he can give them only to those who want them.  Because 
God's greatest gifts to us always come by grace, we can obtain them only through humility. 
 
The people of Isaiah's time were unusually blessed in having a living prophet among them, yet 
God's Word was still of no use to most of them, because they were simply unwilling to listen 
(30:8-17).  It is spiritually horrifying to see them reject Isaiah's teachings with the request that he 
"tell us pleasant things".  Worst of all, they are openly displeased at being reminded of God's 
presence. Whenever God's presence is real to us, we shall always find it convicting.  But those 
whose hearts are humble would always prefer this to the alternative of not having God near. 
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Isaiah compares their sin with a crumbling wall, a massive pile that looks impressive at first, 
only to prove in reality to be a useless, dangerous burden.  Instead of seeking meaning from 
worldly accomplishments, instead of seeking security from earthly pleasures and possessions, 
they should seek true salvation in godly repentance and spiritual rest (verse 15).  It is not 
physical rest that he recommends, but a spiritual rest for the soul*.  When we turn from worldly 
ambitions and allow God's will to guide us, this relieves our souls of a great unhealthy burden. 
 

* Compare this passage with, for example, Matthew 11:28-30 and Hebrews 4:9-10. 
 
Moreover, all the while God is just waiting for our cry (30:18-26).  For all that his wrath is stored 
up against the ungodly who do not repent, his compassion on those who do humble themselves is 
far greater than his anger ever is.  He is quick to 'rise' to show compassion every chance he gets.  
This is one of God's defining characteristics, but we can only appreciate it if we reject our idols 
and make the effort to see things from his point of view.  When we practice what Paul called 
'worldly sorrow' (2 Corinthians 7:10), or when we 'repent' only in the hope of receiving short-
term worldly benefits, then God cannot show us the true depths of his love for us. 
 
It is in the modest spiritual virtues of humility, repentance, and spiritual rest that we find true life 
and light.  Jesus came to overcome the world by rising above it, not by dominating it, and this is 
also what he and his Father wish for us.  Once we get a taste of God's gentle hand guiding us into 
spiritual truth, we can start to see the pathetic nature of our earthly idols.  In turn, this shows us 
even more clearly our need for God.  At any time, in any circumstance, God is waiting and 
hoping for us to start off on this lifelong process of getting to know him in a genuine way. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What motivates even believers to demand 'pleasant 
things' instead of the truth?  In what ways are we especially vulnerable to this?  Why is 
salvation found in repentance and rest?  What does this mean in practice?  Why is God so 
eager to have compassion on us?  How can this help us to seek and know him? 

 
Return To H im (Isaiah 3 0:27 -3 1:9) 
 
It is implicit in much of Isaiah's teaching that God allows us to have a choice between following 
the world's ways and following his ways.  The prophet reminds us here of the consequences of 
each decision.  Ultimately, all will honor God as Lord and King, for nothing in this world can 
stand against him.  The prophet thus calls us to resist the temptation to 'rely on Egypt'. 
 
In God's eagerness to know us, 'he comes from afar' (30:27-33) to meet us.  The prophet reminds 
us again that God's presence is a blessing to believers but a horror to the unrepentant.  The 
prophetic imagery here - of smoke, fire, cloudburst, hail, and other symbols of tumult - is as 
much spiritual as it is literal.  The truest challenges to the soul come not from disasters or attacks, 
but from the clash between spiritual light and spiritual darkness. 
 
As implied in the prophet's images, everyone will see God and will be forced to acknowledge his 
power.  Even now, while the end of the physical universe lies in the future, this is still true.  The 
mortal and perishable nature of everything that we now see and touch is readily apparent to all, 
yet most humans fight against this and deny it all of their lives. 
 
This is why Jesus alone is able to fill our truest needs; "since the children are flesh and blood, he 
too shared their humanity so that by his death he would destroy him who holds the power of 
death - that is, the devil - and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of 

 3



 4

death" (Hebrews 2:14-15).  The inner awareness of our undeniable mortality forces human 
consciousness to respond.  Those who deny such an obvious reality must of necessity adopt some 
very distorted beliefs in a vain attempt to drive the unpleasant truth from their minds. 
 
But as far as God is concerned, everything is already prepared.  It is only his great patience and 
compassion that causes him to refrain from an immediate, complete revealing, with all the 
devastating consequences that would hold for the faithless.  Using the image of Topheth* to 
stand for both the horror and the squalor of human sin, God warns that it is indeed "a dreadful 
thing to fall into the hands of the living God" (Hebrews 10:31). 
 

* Topheth was the name given to an ancient location in the V alley of Hinnom, just outside Jerusalem's city 
walls.  It originated as a site where idolatrous Canaanites would burn children as 'sacrifices'.  Later it 
became a refuse dump, where fires burned constantly to prevent the spread of disease.  Topheth and 
Gehenna (Hebrew for V alley of Hinnom) both came to be used by the ancient Jews to stand for their 
concept of hell.  Here it is being used, at least in part, with this association in mind.  Topheth is also 
referenced in 2 Kings 23:10, Jeremiah 7:31-32, Jeremiah 19:6, and Jeremiah 19:11-14. 

 
With all this in mind, Isaiah again reproves his audience for its persistent practice of relying on 
Egypt rather than on God (31:1-9).  Ever since the Exodus, when the foolish Israelites longed for 
the false security of Egyptian slavery rather than the challenges of entering the Promised Land, 
Egypt has stood as a symbol of a believer's ill-considered longing for easily attainable earthly 
things at the expense of more lasting spiritual blessings, which take more maturity to appreciate. 
 
Both historically and symbolically, Jews and Christians have often longed for 'Egypt' when they 
realize how difficult it is to seek and worship God in spirit and in truth.  Yet Egypt, both 
historically and figuratively, offers only false hopes.  In history, Egypt invariably proved a weak 
ally to Israel and Judah, usually leaving them in more trouble than before.  On a more figurative 
level, the things of the world that we so eagerly seek simply can never meet our deepest needs. 
 
The prophet thus pleads for us to return to God and to reject our idols.  Regardless of what this 
world's authorities and rulers may do to deceive us into thinking that they have all the answers, 
they can never provide the security, compassion, and grace that God offers.  No matter how 
much we enjoy our earthly possessions, we can have them for only a short time.  No matter how 
popular or loved we are by others, God will not ask for their opinion on Judgment Day. 
 
We do not need to wait until the universe ends to see the fire from the Lord's furnace (verse 9).  
Just as Isaiah told Jerusalem that it was the furnace and the altar hearth (chapter 29), so too we as 
believers occupy a point where God's cleansing fire enters this world.  We can decide whether to 
fan the sparks in our lives into a flame, or we can choose to try to stifle the fire before it spreads 
and embarrasses us or inconveniences us.  This decision is equally important for each one of us, 
and the decisions we each make could also affect others as well. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: In what sense does God 'come from afar'?  What 
implications does this have for our relationship with him?  Why does Isaiah keep 
mentioning Egypt?  Why does 'Egypt' provide only false hope?  How can we avoid 
continually seeking help from the wrong things? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, June 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. 



THE SURE FOUNDATION FOR YOUR TIMES: 
STUDIES IN ISAIAH 28-49 

 
Notes For Week Three: O L ord,  B e Grac ious To Us (Isaiah 3 2:1 -3 3 :24) 

 
As Isaiah continues his comparison of true foundations and false foundations, he emphasizes our 
need for God and our dependence on God.  The inability to appreciate our need for God's grace 
is a big reason why we often trust in the world rather than in God.  Thus the prophet continually 
emphasizes that believers and unbelievers alike depend every moment on God's mercy. 
 
Review 
 
Isaiah begins by explaining that "a remnant will return" (Isaiah 1-27), and then he exhorts us to 
remember that God is "the sure foundation for your times" (Isaiah 28-49).  For several chapters 
(Isaiah 28-35), he contrasts trusting in the world with trusting in God.  To put genuine trust in 
God is a difficult but important task.  Just as grain must be ground for it to be made useful 
(Isaiah 28:1-29:12), so also God will prepare us and discipline us as necessary. 
 
The things of this world are inherently flawed and temporary, and so "the wisdom of the wise 
will perish" (Isaiah 29:13-31:9).  The humble will rejoice in this hope, but the worldly will 
despair, for they worship with their mouths but not with their hearts.  Despite humanity's pride 
and sin, the Lord longs to be gracious to us.  He waits patiently, and he warns his people 
persistently as they continue to pursue ungodly alliances with the worldly.  God wants only for 
us to return to him, yet the day will arrive when he comes from afar to render his judgment. 
 
Opening  The E yes & E ars (Isaiah 3 2:1-20) 
 
When Isaiah was first called to prophetic ministry, God cautioned him that the people he spoke 
to would be spiritually blind and deaf.  Here, the prophet proclaims that the opposite can be true 
for those in the remnant.  God's wisdom and grace help us to perceive and understand the world 
around us from a new and more accurate perspective.  God opens our eyes and ears to the truth. 
 
The prophet urges us to adopt and embrace a more godly perspective on life (32:1-8), especially 
since God has enabled us to do so.  When a believer is able to look past the false viewpoints that 
the world promotes, he or she is then like water in the desert (one of Isaiah's images in verse 2), a 
source of life in a world of death.  No matter how many worldly rationalizations we can come up 
with to the contrary, God's Word repeatedly calls us to try to transform the perspectives of the 
lost, not to cater to them. 
 
We all have a need for our vision and our hearing to be corrected, so that we can see with what 
Paul called "the eyes of your heart" (Ephesians 1:18) instead of seeing only the superficial 
physical world.  Only a faithful believer who has resolved "to know nothing . . . except Jesus 
Christ and him crucified" (1 Corinthians 2:2) can see things for what they truly are. 
 
The values of the world are hopelessly distorted.  The world turns sins into virtues and virtues 
into sins.  It teaches us to value the trivial and to trivialize the valuable.  The greatest fools are 
given special honor and power, while the most honorable are treated like fools.  So, churches that 
prattle about 'making the gospel relevant for today' or that hunt frantically for the most successful 
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human methodologies, are importing the world's faulty viewpoints into their 'ministry'.  They 
thus produce nothing but a stillborn, blasphemous distortion of the gospel. 
 
If we truly desire to seek God and his truth, then we need to be ready to live by faith, not by 
sight.  Isaiah says that we have to endure many ills and evils in this world, "till the Spirit is 
poured upon us"* (32:9-20).  By this he means that a problem in this earth may remain 
indefinitely, no matter how much we may wish it to go away, until God himself determines that 
it serves his purposes to change the situation. 
 

* There is an obvious parallel between Isaiah's phrasing here and passages such as Acts 2:33 and 10:45.  
But Isaiah is talking about a somewhat different manifestation of the Spirit here, referring to the Spirit's 
presence whenever God makes his will or judgment known. 

 
Complacency* and false security were constant problems in Isaiah's era, just as they are in our 
own.  Putting trust in the forces, riches, or leaders of this earth makes it difficult to see God at 
work.  It is indeed very easy to feel a sense of comfort, even pride, when we look at our physical 
surroundings and see the works of clever or strong humans who have diligently applied 
themselves to the goal of making this life more enjoyable or less hazardous.  Yet such things are 
neither good nor bad in themselves.  Like so many other things that Isaiah has discussed, they are 
pertinent to God only insofar as they do or do not point us to him. 
 

* Although Isaiah specifically reproaches the women for being complacent, this should not be construed as 
an indication that they were more so than the men.  The prophets sometimes address women for rhetorical 
or symbolic effect, as is the case here.  Since women would be particularly likely to suffer during times of 
deprivation, they especially should be on guard against a sense of false security.  When they are not doing 
so, this is an indication of how complacent the community as a whole has become. 

 
God can make the desert fertile whenever he wishes, but it is not always his wish to do so.  He 
does what is most likely to help blind, stubborn humans to seek him, not what those blind, 
stubborn humans think he ought to do to make them 'happy' in the short-term present.  As the 
prophet teaches us here, the fruit of righteousness is not fleshly pleasure, but spiritual peace and 
spiritual confidence. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How can a believer be like water in a desert?  How 
does this compare with Isaiah's other images in verse 2?  Why does the world fail to see 
things for what they really are?  Is this true in all areas of life?  Why are complacency 
and false security spiritually dangerous?  What reasons might God have for withholding 
relief from earthly problems?  Will we usually be able to know his reasons? What 
spiritual benefits are there to enduring earthly hardships?  Can only believers benefit? 

 
Our N eed F or G od (Isaiah 3 3 :1-6) 
 
The worldly not only deny their own need For God, but also do their best to keep others from 
seeing the same thing.  Even believers often have their spiritual vision clouded by the world's sin 
and injustice.  In particular, we become discouraged when we value the same things that the 
worldly do.  God's desire is to be the sure foundation that provides us with what really matters. 
 
In this life, the destroyers and traitors of this world frequently benefit from their sins (33:1).  If 
we expect God to deal with each one so that they are always directly punished now, then we 
shall be disappointed.  But we can be assured that such persons eventually come to an 
appropriate end.  Their own nature punishes them and poisons their lives more than either they or 
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