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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

Our eyes have an amazing ability to adjust to dim 

lighting. A room may only have a single lamp with a 

dingy bulb, but we have no problems discerning shapes 

and colors. We might not even realize how dark that 

space is until we step out into the full light of the noon 

day sun. Colors are far more brilliant. The fine detail of 

shapes and textures become much more apparent. But 

until your eyes acclimate, the intensity of that light can 

be painful. 



G O D  W I T H  U S  

 

2 

The ministry of the Prophet Isaiah had a similar effect. 

Almost 200 years before Isaiah’s time, the people of 

Israel divided into two separate kingdoms, Israel in the 

north and Judah in the south. Isaiah’s ministry began 

toward the end of King Uzziah’s 52-year reign. Judah 

had been experiencing a time of relative stability and 

prosperity. They were not facing significant opposition 

from other nations. Historians consider it a golden age, 

but the kingdom’s spirituality was dimming.  

We see this decline in Uzziah himself. Second 

Chronicles 26 tells us that toward the end of his life, he 

tried to enter the temple to burn incense, a 

responsibility that God reserved exclusively for priests. 

In response to Uzziah’s defiance, the Lord struck him 

with leprosy. The darkness continued to deepen after 

his death as the Assyrian Empire threatened the 

kingdom’s security. 

In those days, Isaiah was called by God to declare truth 

and shine the light. But his intense message was 

painful for most people to hear. They had acclimated to 

a dim superficial religion, and he exposed them to the 

holiness and glory of God. Some divide his book into 39 

chapters of judgment and 27 of salvation, the same 
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numerical division of the books of the Bible into the 

Old and New Testaments. That characterization is 

overly simplistic, but it does help us grasp the breadth 

of what Isaiah covered. 

For this series I have chosen to focus on the first twelve 

chapters of Isaiah. I will eventually teach through the 

entire book, but we can summarize this first part of 

Isaiah with the phrase “God with us,” or in Hebrew 

“Immanuel.” This is the name of a child whose birth is 

predicted in chapter 7. You are probably familiar with 

it because Matthew quotes it in his gospel as a prophecy 

of the birth of Jesus. But you may not be as familiar 

with the original context of Isaiah’s prophecy. 

For most of us the thought of “God with us” carries a 

sense of Christmas warmth and comfort, but when 

Isaiah announced it, it had a confrontational edge. The 

reality of God’s presence was a wake-up call for a 

spiritually drowsy nation, a call that all of us in the 

church also need to hear today.  

Our relationship with God is very different from what 

the people of Israel had. He chose them as a nation and 

established them as a theocracy.  As New Testament 
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believers, however, we are brought into a personal 

individual relationship with God through faith in 

Christ. We must keep that difference in mind as we 

consider how Isaiah’s prophecy applies to life in our 

day and age. But the character of God does not change. 

So, I pray that this study will help us live in the full light 

of his presence. 
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1  

R E A S O N I N G  W I T H  R E B E L S  

I S A I A H  1 : 1 - 3 1  

The other day I noticed a car with a bumper sticker 

about being different and defying the system. But then 

it struck me that someone created and sold that sticker, 

believing that hundreds if not thousands of people 

would buy it, and it worked. Everyone wants to see 

themselves as rebels. That’s how we tend to frame our 

life’s story. I don’t know if people everywhere think that 

way, but it is certainly a very American way of thinking, 



G O D  W I T H  U S  

 

6 

since our country was born out of rebellion. But if 

everyone is rebelling, then it is not very rebellious. It is 

commonplace. It is just the status quo.  

Even though they were a theocracy, rebellion against 

God had become the status quo in the kingdom of 

Judah during Isaiah’s lifetime. This becomes clear in 

the first chapter of his prophecy. Though the people’s 

hearts were far from the Lord, he did not reject them. 

We see the theme of “God with Us” in how he asserts 

his presence through Isaiah’s prophetic ministry. He 

reasoned with rebels, and Isaiah presents five 

arguments that he used. 

As we walk through this chapter, I encourage you to 

consider how these arguments apply to your life. You 

may not consider yourself to be rebellious toward God. 

But these arguments might lead you to a different 

conclusion. Hear the word of the Lord and take it to 

heart. Perhaps you know someone who is pushing God 

away. If so, then this chapter may guide you in knowing 

what to say to them. 
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A r g u m e n t  1  

T h e  R e l a t i o n s h i p  B r o k e n  

I have never interacted with an ox. They do not strike 

me as the brightest of animals. Aside from the tall tales 

about Paul Bunyan, I have never heard of anyone 

treating one as a pet. They are certainly not the cuddly 

sort of creature that you would bring into your home or 

hold in your lap. But Isaiah points to the relationship 

of an ox to its master and says that Israel does not even 

show that level of awareness or respect toward God. 

Their relationship with him was broken.  

Isaiah introduces the collection of his prophecies in 

Isaiah 1:1-3 by saying, 
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The vision of Isaiah the son of Amoz, which 

he saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem in 

the days of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and 

Hezekiah, kings of Judah. Hear, O heavens, 

and give ear, O earth; for the LORD has 

spoken: "Children have I reared and brought 

up, but they have rebelled against me. The ox 

knows its owner, and the donkey its master's 

crib, but Israel does not know, my people do 

not understand." 

The reigns of these four kings covered the entire Eighth 

Century B.C. The Prophets Amos and Hosea were 

preaching to the Northern Kingdom, while Isaiah and 

Micah preached in the South. We’ll see later in the book 

that Isaiah’s ministry probably began at the end of 

Uzziah’s reign. Jewish tradition maintains that he was 

ultimately martyred, sawn in two by Hezekiah’s son, 

Manasseh. Hebrews 11:37 seems to refer to this. So, in 

this chapter Isaiah looks back over his entire ministry 

and sums up the vision, the insight that God revealed 

to him.  

The Lord’s message from Isaiah was an accusation of 

rebellion. When he established his covenant with 

Israel, he essentially adopted them as his children. In 

Deuteronomy, Moses proclaimed all the details of that 
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covenant to the people, calling heaven and earth to 

witness the agreement (4:26; 30:19; 31:28). So, as the 

people violated that relationship, heaven and earth are 

again called as witnesses. 

The Lord exercised fatherly care for Israel. He provided 

for them and helped them grow into a great nation. 

They should have loved him with all their heart, soul, 

and might. That was the goal of the covenant and the 

intent of the law. But the people had strayed to the 

point that they did not acknowledge him as their father, 

their master, or even as their owner. They were worse 

than an ox or a donkey. In verse 4, Isaiah laments their 

behavior by saying, 

Ah, sinful nation, a people laden with 

iniquity, offspring of evildoers, children who 

deal corruptly! They have forsaken the 

LORD, they have despised the Holy One of 

Israel, they are utterly estranged. 

The nation had broken their relationship with God. 

They violated their covenant with him by disobeying 

his commands. He defined what was right and good, 

but they sinned by missing that target. They committed 

iniquity, distorting life from the way God meant it to 
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be. They were doers of evil, corrupters of life. By 

forsaking God, they showed that they despised him.  

How do you relate to the Lord? That is the ultimate 

question. You may not be Jewish, a descendant of this 

covenant nation, but God is still your creator. He made 

you and sustains your life and breath. Do you 

acknowledge him? Do you appreciate him? Do you 

honor him and love him?  If not, then you despise him 

and are guilty of rebellion. 
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A r g u m e n t  2  

T h e  D i s c i p l i n e  E x p e r i e n c e d  

Sometimes an injury is nothing more than an accident. 

We live in a fallen world, where bad things happen. But 

it could be a natural consequence of foolish behavior. 

You were reckless and paid the price. You should learn 

from the situation and behave differently in the future. 

But that does not always happen.  

On the other hand, sometimes God allows people to 

experience suffering and hardship to get their 

attention. As a father, he exercises discipline to correct 

us when we stray. Isaiah argues that Israel’s rebellion 

is evident because of the discipline they were 
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experiencing as a nation. In Isaiah 1:5-6, he pictures 

them as severely wounded. He says, 

Why will you still be struck down? Why will 

you continue to rebel? The whole head is 

sick, and the whole heart faint. From the sole 

of the foot even to the head, there is no 

soundness in it, but bruises and sores and 

raw wounds; they are not pressed out or 

bound up or softened with oil. 

From Isaiah’s perspective, Israel was a mess. They had 

been beat up. No part of their body was unscathed. 

Their wounds had not even been treated. Obviously, a 

nation cannot be physically wounded, so Isaiah 

explains what he has in mind in verses 7-8. 

Your country lies desolate; your cities are 

burned with fire; in your very presence 

foreigners devour your land; it is desolate, as 

overthrown by foreigners. And the daughter 

of Zion is left like a booth in a vineyard, like 

a lodge in a cucumber field, like a besieged 

city. 

Isaiah is probably referring to the devastation caused 

by the Assyrian army. During the reign of Hezekiah, 

they conquered the Northern kingdom, captured all the 

fortified cities of Judah, and laid siege to Jerusalem. 
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Hezekiah was a godly king who led a spiritual revival in 

the nation. But they still had a rebellious streak, and 

God wanted to humble them through these 

circumstances. In fact, Deuteronomy 28 tells us that 

God warned them far in advance that he would use 

foreign nations to discipline them. As a result, Isaiah 

likens their whole country to a rough shed in a vineyard 

or an old shack out in a cucumber field. Their condition 

was so bad that in verses 9-10 he adds, 

If the LORD of hosts had not left us a few 

survivors, we should have been like Sodom, 

and become like Gomorrah. Hear the word of 

the LORD, you rulers of Sodom! Give ear to 

the teaching of our God, you people of 

Gomorrah! 

Genesis 19 tells us that during the time of Abraham, the 

Lord rained sulfur and fire on the non-Jewish cities of 

Sodom and Gomorrah for their sinfulness. They were 

completely destroyed. Isaiah makes this comparison to 

show how God had at least left some survivors in Israel. 

But his point is that this devastation could not simply 

be blamed upon the Assyrians. The Lord of hosts 

brought it about because of Israel’s sin. The conduct of 
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their nation was just as offensive to him as that of 

Sodom and Gomorrah. 

When we encounter hardship personally or as a nation, 

we cannot always discern a reason for it, nor should we 

expect to receive a prophetic explanation. But we 

should still examine our hearts. Is God trying to get you 

to pay attention to his word? Are you humble before 

him? Do you need to repent? 
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A r g u m e n t  3  

T h e  H y p o c r i s y  E x p o s e d  

A dishwasher is such a handy appliance that it almost 

seems magical. You throw in your dirty dishes, press a 

button, and they come out clean. But the process does 

not always work perfectly. If a dish is placed up against 

the side facing away from the jets of water, it gets clean 

on the outside, but not the inside. It’s not magic. You 

can run it through repeatedly, but if you leave it in the 

same spot the inside will still be dirty. 

The same problem can happen with worship. You can 

participate in all sorts of religious activity over and over 

again without allowing the truth to change you on the 
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inside. It’s not magic! Matthew 23:35 tells us that Jesus 

used this picture to expose the hypocrisy of the scribes 

and Pharisees. He said, “Woe to you, scribes and 

Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean the outside of the 

cup and the plate, but inside they are full of greed and 

self-indulgence.” 

As God reasoned with the rebels of Isaiah’s day, he 

exposed their hypocrisy. Isaiah 1:11-12 tells us, 

"What to me is the multitude of your 

sacrifices? says the LORD; I have had enough 

of burnt offerings of rams and the fat of well-

fed beasts; I do not delight in the blood of 

bulls, or of lambs, or of goats. "When you 

come to appear before me, who has required 

of you this trampling of my courts? 

When God rescued the people of Israel from Egypt, he 

gave them the Mosaic Law. In addition to moral and 

civil rules, it contained a detailed system of worship. It 

established a priesthood and required sacrifices to 

express devotion, thanksgiving, and repentance for 

unintentional violations of the Law. Atonement 

required the shedding of blood. Apparently, the people 

of Isaiah’s day offered a multitude of sacrifices. They 
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did not rebel against the sacrificial system, but God was 

still not pleased because they were missing the point. 

In addition to sacrifices, the Law established other 

rituals. They gave offerings to support the temple and 

the priesthood. Incense was offered up every morning 

and evening with prayers. Special feasts were held 

throughout the year. These events were designed to 

remind the nation of how God had worked in the past 

and to teach them about his continuing presence with 

them. But in Isaiah 1:13-14, the Lord says, 

Bring no more vain offerings; incense is an 

abomination to me. New moon and Sabbath 

and the calling of convocations— I cannot 

endure iniquity and solemn assembly. Your 

new moons and your appointed feasts my 

soul hates; they have become a burden to me; 

I am weary of bearing them. 

God was not satisfied with any of their religious 

activities. His frustration with them was so deep, that 

in verse 15 he says, 

When you spread out your hands, I will hide 

my eyes from you; even though you make 

many prayers, I will not listen; your hands 

are full of blood. 
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As foreign nations attacked them, they must have cried 

out to God for help. But he was not listening. When he 

speaks of the blood on their hands, he was probably not 

referring to their sacrifices. Their hands were stained 

from their sins. This is probably a figure of speech, but 

some may have actually been guilty of murder. 

Their worship was hypocritical. It was all external. So, 

in verses 16-17, the Lord spells out the changes that 

would make their worship meaningful. He says, 

Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; 

remove the evil of your deeds from before my 

eyes; cease to do evil, learn to do good; seek 

justice, correct oppression; bring justice to 

the fatherless, plead the widow's cause. 

These are the things that please God: purity, goodness, 

justice, and compassion. He is particularly concerned 

for the care of those who are vulnerable. The Law and 

the sacrificial system that he gave to Israel was 

supposed to lead them to become a nation marked by 

these characteristics. They engaged in all the rituals, 

but their hearts were far from God. 

Are we guilty of hypocrisy? New Testament worship is 

very different from the physical sacrifices of the Old 
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Testament. It focuses more on the heart. But we can 

still turn it into nothing more than an emotional 

experience or an intellectual exercise. Is it changing us? 

If not, then God may not care how many prayers we 

pray, songs we sing, or sermons we hear. Hypocrisy 

may look good on the outside, but it is still rebellion. 
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A r g u m e n t  4  

T h e  I n v i t a t i o n  O f f e r e d  

By the end of fall, the Michigan countryside looks 

bleak. The colorful leaves have fallen and dried up 

leaving spindly gray trees. The grasses go dormant, and 

the fields become muddy. But this dingy scene changes 

as the snow begins to fall. Everything is blanketed in 

pure white.  

The people of Israel were religiously active, but 

spiritually bleak. They had blood on their hands. Even 

if they changed their behavior, what could be done 

about the stain of their sins. The Lord offers them a 

stunning invitation in Isaiah 1:18. He says, 
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"Come now, let us reason together, says the 

LORD: though your sins are like scarlet, they 

shall be as white as snow; though they are red 

like crimson, they shall become like wool. 

God was not simply asking them to think logically. That 

was part of it, but this invitation carried a sense of 

authority. He was pressing them to reach a decision. 

Would they accept his arguments or not? Would they 

align their thinking with his? Would they submit their 

reason to his revelation? We all face the same basic 

choice. 

If they accept his reasoning, he promises to cleanse 

them. The deep red stain of their sins would become 

clean and white like snow, like wool. This cleansing of 

the sacrificial system could never achieve this. How 

could it possibly happen? Later in Isaiah 53, we learn 

about a servant of the Lord who would be pierced for 

our transgressions and crushed for our iniquities. He 

would be like a lamb led to slaughter, like a guilt 

offering. He would make many righteous. Only Jesus 

could achieve this. In 1 John 1:7, we read, “But if we 

walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship 
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with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son 

cleanses us from all sin.” 

Why is this cleansing so important? Without it, no one 

can experience God’s ultimate blessings. His covenant 

with Israel was designed to lead toward a perfect life in 

a perfect place in a perfect kingdom. So, in verse 19-20, 

the Lord says, 

If you are willing and obedient, you shall eat 

the good of the land; but if you refuse and 

rebel, you shall be eaten by the sword; for the 

mouth of the LORD has spoken." 

The covenant had blessings and curses, and Israel 

experienced them in real time. The Lord has more to 

say about that in the last part of the chapter. But the 

New Testament makes it clear that our eternity itself is 

at stake. Will you enjoy eternal blessing or eternal 

condemnation? You need cleansing from your sins, and 

it is only found when you repent and believe in the 

saving work of Christ. 
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A r g u m e n t  5  

T h e  P l a n  R e v e a l e d  

Some of us find the heat of an oven to be intimidating. 

But an oven cannot compare to the intense heat of a 

blast furnace. Some can reach temperatures over 2,000 

degrees Celsius. They can easily consume anything that 

is flammable, but they can also purify precious metal. 

God reveals to Isaiah that he plans to turn up the heat 

on Jerusalem, the capital city of Judah. He lays out his 

rationale in Isaiah 1:21-23. He says, 

How the faithful city has become a whore, 

she who was full of justice! Righteousness 

lodged in her, but now murderers. Your 
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silver has become dross, your best wine 

mixed with water. Your princes are rebels 

and companions of thieves. Everyone loves a 

bribe and runs after gifts. They do not bring 

justice to the fatherless, and the widow's 

cause does not come to them. 

The city was corrupt. They committed spiritual 

adultery by worshiping the false gods of other nations. 

They allowed murderers to go unpunished. They were 

supposed to be God’s precious possession, but they 

were impure and watered down. Their rulers were 

rebels. Everyone was looking out for themselves. No 

one was looking after the orphans or the widows. So, 

verses 24-25 tell us, 

Therefore the Lord declares, the LORD of 

hosts, the Mighty One of Israel: "Ah, I will get 

relief from my enemies and avenge myself on 

my foes. I will turn my hand against you and 

will smelt away your dross as with lye and 

remove all your alloy. 

Isaiah emphasizes the authority of God. He is the Lord 

and master of all creation. He is Yahweh of hosts, the 

God who commands legions of angels. He is the Mighty 

One of Israel who brought the plagues upon Egypt and 

parted the Red Sea. Who can resist him? When he 
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seeks relief from his enemies, nothing will stop his 

vengeance. He will also certainly accomplish his 

purpose of purifying his people. 

What will a pure Jerusalem be like? In verses 26-27 the 

Lord says, 

And I will restore your judges as at the first, 

and your counselors as at the beginning. 

Afterward you shall be called the city of 

righteousness, the faithful city." Zion shall be 

redeemed by justice, and those in her who 

repent, by righteousness. 

One day Jerusalem on Mount Zion will be the capital 

that God designed it to be. It will be redeemed and will 

have leadership marked by true righteousness and 

justice. From our vantage point today, it seems clear 

that the Lord was speaking of what will happen when 

Christ returns to reign as king. It will be inhabited by 

repentant people who are clothed in his righteousness. 

What about those who refuse to repent? What will 

happen when they are exposed to God’s refining fire? 

Verses 28-31 tell us, 

But rebels and sinners shall be broken 

together, and those who forsake the LORD 
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shall be consumed. For they shall be 

ashamed of the oaks that you desired; and 

you shall blush for the gardens that you have 

chosen. For you shall be like an oak whose 

leaf withers, and like a garden without water. 

And the strong shall become tinder, and his 

work a spark, and both of them shall burn 

together, with none to quench them. 

The oaks mentioned here were probably related to 

idolatry. The people were supposed to worship God at 

the temple. But they kept copying the folk religion of 

the nations around them. They would worship false 

deities in sacred gardens or high places. So, the Lord 

says they will become like a withered oak or dry garden. 

They will be consumed by the fire of God’s judgment. 

God’s plan has not been derailed. His kingdom will 

come, and judgment will be carried out. The question 

we must ask ourselves is, “Which side am I on?” Am I 

on the path of purity or of judgment? 
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C o n c l u s i o n  

God is with us. Instead of letting us go our own way, he 

reasons with rebels. He asserts the arguments of the 

relationship broken, the discipline experienced, the 

hypocrisy exposed, the invitation offered, and the plan 

revealed. Do you accept his arguments? 

As I said at the beginning, we are all rebels. We have all 

sinned against God and are worthy of his judgment. 

But he offers cleansing and righteousness to those who 

repent and believe in Jesus Christ. If you have never 

done so, will you accept his invitation? If you want to 

learn more about it, 1 Peter 1 would be a good New 

Testament passage to read. 

If you are a believer, how is your worship? Has it 

become an empty religious ritual? Is it changing you? 

Do you need to recommit yourself to worshiping in 

spirit and truth? Perhaps you know someone who is on 

a rebellious path. Don’t give up on them. Pray and look 

for an opportunity to reason with them. 

May God align our thoughts with his truth! 
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Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. What were your impressions of the book of 

Isaiah prior to reading this chapter? What do 

you hope to learn from it? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these arguments has had the greatest 

impact upon you? How so? 

 

 

 

3. What could you do to remind yourself to 

worship God with sincerity? 
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2  

T W O  V I S I O N S  O F  T H E  F U T U R E  

I S A I A H  2 : 1 - 2 2  

Countless stories have been told about people traveling 

through time. H. G. Wells had his time machine, Marty 

McFly his DeLorean, and the Avengers their quantum 

realm suits. The idea captures our imagination because 

time constrains us. If we could rewind, we could fix our 

mistakes. If we could fast forward to see where our 

decisions will lead, then we would know which path to 

take. 
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Of course, humans cannot travel through time, but God 

stands outside of time. He is eternal. Everything that 

has happened and will happen is laid out before him 

like an unrolled reel of film. The Jewish Prophet Isaiah 

tells us that he declares the end from the beginning (Isa 

46:10). In other words, it’s all his story. In fact, there 

are moments when he gives his servants glimpses of 

the future. He wants people to understand where our 

decisions lead, so that we will choose the right path. 

But are we willing to listen? 

As we began our study of the collection of Isaiah’s 

prophecies, I summed up the first twelve chapters with 

the phrase, “God with us.” In chapter 1, we saw that 

even when people rebel against him, God does not 

simply abandon them. He asserts his presence. He 

reasons with them to persuade them to repent and 

change. That was Isaiah’s mission back in the latter half 

of the eighth century B.C. But in the future, God will 

assert his presence in a different way, and that is the 

focus of chapter 2. 

Isaiah records two visions of the future that God 

revealed to him. In between, he compares what he is 

seeing with the present condition of his nation, and he 
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concludes each of these sections with a practical 

response. Even though this prophecy was delivered 

over 2,700 years ago, it is still relevant for us today. It 

helps us understand who God is, how he relates to 

people, and what he has in store for the future. As we 

walk through it, I encourage you to let it shape the 

direction of your life. 
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F u t u r e  V i s i o n  1  

G o d ’ s  M o u n t a i n  L i f t e d  U p  

Very few people have scaled the world’s tallest 

mountain. Everest reaches over 29 thousand feet above 

sea level. In addition to fighting the constant 

downward pull of gravity, climbers face oxygen 

deprivation, frigid temperatures, and harsh weather. 

Even those who are in peak physical shape must devote 

several weeks acclimating and waiting for a moment 

when the conditions are right. They spend thousands 

of dollars on equipment, travel, and guides. But despite 

all that effort, many fail to reach the summit. Some 

even die trying. 
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In Isaiah’s first vision of the future, he sees a mountain, 

not Everest but Zion in Jerusalem. Today it is only 25 

hundred feet above sea level, but in some sense it will 

become the highest mountain on earth in the last days. 

Everyone on earth will be drawn to it, and it will be 

easily accessible. Isaiah 2:1-3 tells us, 

The word that Isaiah the son of Amoz saw 

concerning Judah and Jerusalem. It shall 

come to pass in the latter days that the 

mountain of the house of the LORD shall be 

established as the highest of the mountains, 

and shall be lifted up above the hills; and all 

the nations shall flow to it, and many peoples 

shall come, and say: "Come, let us go up to 

the mountain of the LORD, to the house of 

the God of Jacob, that he may teach us his 

ways and that we may walk in his paths." For 

out of Zion shall go forth the law, and the 

word of the LORD from Jerusalem. 

The house of the Lord refers to the Jewish temple in 

Jerusalem. In Isaiah’s day, God made his presence 

known there in a visible cloud of glory. It was the place 

where faithful Jews came to present their offerings and 

sacrifices. But the other nations of the world did not 

worship there. They had their own deities and temples. 

But God’s message to the people of Judah was that in 
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the latter days their Temple Mount will be lifted up, if 

not physically then certainly in prominence. All the 

nations of the earth flow to it. No force holds them 

back. They all want to learn God’s ways and walk in 

them. Everyone will look to Jerusalem as the source of 

God’s word. 

Some people argue that this vision began to be fulfilled 

through the establishment of the New Testament 

church in the first century A.D. In a sense, the last days 

began when Christ came (Acts 2:17; Heb 1:2). Jesus 

commissioned his followers to spread out from 

Jerusalem and make disciples of all nations by 

baptizing them and teaching them to observe all that 

he commanded (Matt 28:19-20; Acts 1:8). Then, in 

passages like 1 Corinthians 3:16-17 and Ephesians 2:21, 

the Apostle Paul says that the church has become God’s 

Temple because it is indwelt by the Holy Spirit. The 

Jerusalem Temple, on the other hand, was destroyed in 

586 B.C., rebuilt, and destroyed again in A.D. 70. It has 

not been rebuilt. For almost a thousand years, the Al-

Aqsa Islamic Mosque has sat on that site. 

These arguments are each true in and of themselves, 

but the New Testament church fails to fulfill the details 
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of Isaiah’s vision. It has risen to a place of power and 

prominence in the world at different points in history, 

but many nations have not flowed into the church 

seeking to understand God’s word and follow his ways. 

The proclamation of the Gospel has faced intense 

opposition. Furthermore, Isaiah’s vision includes more 

than the spread of God’s Word. He continues in verse 

4 by saying, 

He shall judge between the nations, and shall 

decide disputes for many peoples; and they 

shall beat their swords into plowshares, and 

their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall 

not lift up sword against nation, neither shall 

they learn war anymore. 

The lifting up of God’s mountain will not be merely 

religious. The Lord will intervene in world government, 

settling disputes. He will usher in a time of world 

peace. Weapons of war will no longer be needed. They 

can be melted down and recast as tools for farming. 

The Prophet Micah describes this same vision in Micah 

4:1-3, and in verse 4 he adds, “but they shall sit every 

man under his vine and under his fig tree, and no one 

shall make them afraid, for the mouth of the LORD of 

hosts has spoken.” 
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The church has not brought this kind of peace to the 

world. At the points when it has had power, it has done 

the exact opposite, instigating conflict. Some 

Christians hold out hope that God will eventually use 

the church to bring about a great worldwide revival. 

Even if that were to happen, Isaiah’s vision seems to 

point to something greater, something that could only 

happen through the return of Jesus Christ. His 

presence on Zion would lift it up to worldwide 

prominence. His teaching would attract the nations. 

His rule would bring true peace. 

But what relevance did this vision have for people in 

Isaiah’s time? How is it relevant to us today? Isaiah 

makes a practical application in verse 5, by saying, “O 

house of Jacob, come, let us walk in the light of the 

LORD.” 

Since God’s mountain will be lifted up, walk in the 

light. If the whole world will one day seek to know and 

follow his word, then why wouldn't you do it now? As 

the descendants of Jacob, Israel was privileged to 

receive God's Law. The knowledge of it was not readily 

available for any other nation. So, the people of Israel 

should have treasured it and gladly obeyed it. 
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Today we have the privilege of easy access to God's 

Word. You can have your own copy and read it as often 

as you like. If you are a believer, then God has shone in 

your hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the 

glory of God in the face of Christ (2 Cor 4:6). Shouldn’t 

we allow that light to guide every choice that we make? 

How is our walk? Isaiah sought to answer that question 

about his own people. So, he turns from his vision of 

the future to a reflection on their present condition. 
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P r e s e n t  C o n d i t i o n  

G o d ’ s  P e o p l e  F i l l e d  U p  

They say that one man’s junk is another man’s treasure. 

Sometimes I am surprised at what people throw away. 

Sometimes I am surprised at what people want to keep. 

We all have different tastes, but some things rise above 

simple preferences. Our truest treasure defines us. 

Jesus said, “For where your treasure is, there your 

heart will be also” (Matt 6:21). 

In Isaiah’s first vision of the future, he saw that the 

nations will come to treasure God and his word. They 

will seek him out to learn from him. But when Isaiah 

compares this future to the condition of his own people 
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at that time, he finds that they treasure something very 

different. God’s people were filled up with all the wrong 

things. Isaiah speaks to the Lord about this. In Isaiah 

2:6, he says, 

For you have rejected your people, the house 

of Jacob, because they are full of things from 

the east and of fortune-tellers like the 

Philistines, and they strike hands with the 

children of foreigners.  

The idolatrous Philistines had been troublesome since 

the days of Abraham. They lived west of Jerusalem 

along the shore of the Mediterranean. As Israel 

developed into a nation, the Philistines constantly 

opposed them. Samson and King Saul both died 

fighting them, so the people of Israel should have 

considered them dangerous enemies. They had 

experienced similar conflicts with other nations from 

the east. But they were striking hands with these 

people, making agreements, forming alliances with 

them. They were adopting the superstitious practices 

of their cultures. So, Isaiah realized that God was 

rejecting his chosen people because of this. He was 

turning away and refusing to bless them. 
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Rather than treasuring the Lord, the people had come 

to value other things. Isaiah continues in verse 7, by 

saying, 

Their land is filled with silver and gold, and 

there is no end to their treasures; their land 

is filled with horses, and there is no end to 

their chariots. 

What is wrong with accumulating money and horses? 

They are not inherently evil, but the problem is that 

kings begin to rely upon them. They trust that wealth 

will give the nation stability. When threatened by 

enemies, they find confidence in the number of 

chariots that they can send into battle. The Lord 

anticipated this problem and addressed it back in 

Deuteronomy 17:16-17. He forbade Israel’s kings from 

acquiring vast numbers of horses or excessive wealth. 

But by Isaiah’s time these things had filled up the place 

that should have been reserved for the Lord. 

So, relying upon money or national power is practically 

idolatry. Once people shift their trust away from the 

Lord, then they are only a step away from embracing 

idolatry in a formal sense. Isaiah confesses to the Lord 
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that this had already happened. In verses 8 and 9, he 

says, 

Their land is filled with idols; they bow down 

to the work of their hands, to what their own 

fingers have made. So man is humbled, and 

each one is brought low— do not forgive 

them! 

Idolatry violates the first two of the Ten 

Commandments (Ex 20:3-5). Israel was not supposed 

to worship other gods. They were not supposed to bow 

down to carved images. The ESV translation of verse 9 

makes it sound as if God was already bringing 

humbling circumstances against them to counteract 

this sin. Though that was probably true, the verse could 

be interpreted in a different way. Isaiah might be 

saying that the people of Israel were humbling 

themselves and bowing low before their idols. The King 

James Version reflects this view. It says, “And the mean 

man boweth down, and the great man humbleth 

himself.” 

This alternative understanding seems to fit better with 

Isaiah’s response. He was so disgusted with his 

countrymen, that he asked God to deny them 
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forgiveness. You might be shocked by this response, 

coming from one of God’s prophets. That was how he 

felt at that moment, but he continued to preach. He 

turns back to his people in verse 10, and proclaims, 

Enter into the rock and hide in the dust from 

before the terror of the LORD, and from the 

splendor of his majesty. 

This is what the people would do if their area was 

completely overrun by an invading army. They would 

leave all their earthly treasures behind. They would run 

for their lives and find a place to hide, a cave or a hole 

in the ground. They would be desperate and afraid. 

Because of their idolatry, Isaiah says that they should 

have that kind of fear before God. The ESV uses the 

word terror because in most contexts this term refers 

not to a healthy respect for God, but a sense of dread 

experienced by unbelievers. So, when God's people are 

filled up with something other than God, they should 

hide in fear.  

How do our lives compare with the Jews of Isaiah's 

day? What fills our lives? What do we treasure? Are we 

conforming to the unbelieving world, adopting their 

values and beliefs? Are we trusting in our money or our 
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power? If God does not have his rightful place as our 

treasure, then we should be afraid. 

Of course, no one can truly hide from God. He is all-

knowing. What we need is to hide in God. Psalm 17:8 

tells us that David prayed, "Keep me as the apple of 

your eye; hide me in the shadow of your wings." God 

will either be our terror or our refuge. We do not 

deserve his forgiveness, but Jesus bore the wrath of 

God in our place. He is the only rock that can save us. 

Trust him. 

After exhorting his countrymen, Isaiah saw a second 

vision of the future that reinforced this response. 
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F u t u r e  V i s i o n  2  

P r o u d  P e o p l e  B r o u g h t  L o w  

Early one Monday morning back in January 1994, I 

awoke to an intense shaking. I was in Southern 

California, and it was an earthquake. One apartment 

complex collapsed like a house of cards. A concrete 

freeway overpass broke apart. I have never experienced 

anything more humbling. Everything we considered 

solid and stable was shown to be incredibly weak and 

fragile. 

Isaiah foresaw a day that would have the same effect, 

though to a much greater degree, on all the people of 

the world. He introduces it in Isaiah 2:11-12 by saying, 
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The haughty looks of man shall be brought 

low, and the lofty pride of men shall be 

humbled, and the LORD alone will be exalted 

in that day. For the LORD of hosts has a day 

against all that is proud and lofty, against all 

that is lifted up—and it shall be brought low… 

Pride is the root of all sin. It inspired Satan to rebel 

against God (Isa 14:12-14). It led Eve to disregard God’s 

command to make her own determination of whether 

the forbidden fruit would be good to eat (Gen 3:6). 

Pride says that I deserve whatever I want. It is 

competitive. It drives a person to be first, the best, the 

highest. It fuels jealousy, hatred, malice, and conflict. 

Pride confides in self, pleases self, and exalts self. So, 

the only way for the Lord alone to be exalted is for pride 

to be completely crushed. 

On that day God will strip away the things in which 

people take pride. In verses 13-16, Isaiah proceeds to 

list items that were often a source of pride in his time. 

He says that this day will be, 

…against all the cedars of Lebanon, lofty and 

lifted up; and against all the oaks of Bashan; 

against all the lofty mountains, and against 

all the uplifted hills; against every high 

tower, and against every fortified wall; 
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against all the ships of Tarshish, and against 

all the beautiful craft. 

A modern list might be very different, but the 

underlying ideas are similar. Cedar and oak forests are 

valuable natural resources used to build expensive 

durable homes and other structures. Lofty mountains 

offer beautiful views and are easily defended against 

attack. Towers and walls convince us that we are 

secure. Vehicles like ships enable travel and trade to 

obtain luxury items that display our status in society. 

But God can easily strip all these things away. In verse 

17, Isaiah repeats his statement from verse 11 with 

slight variations. It’s like the chorus of a song. He says, 

And the haughtiness of man shall be 

humbled, and the lofty pride of men shall be 

brought low, and the LORD alone will be 

exalted in that day. 

Back in verse 10, we saw that Isaiah told his 

countrymen to hide in fear. As he continues in verses 

18-21, he reveals that all the world’s proud people will 

one day flee in terror. He says, 

And the idols shall utterly pass away. And 

people shall enter the caves of the rocks and 

the holes of the ground, from before the 
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terror of the LORD, and from the splendor of 

his majesty, when he rises to terrify the earth. 

In that day mankind will cast away their idols 

of silver and their idols of gold, which they 

made for themselves to worship, to the moles 

and to the bats, to enter the caverns of the 

rocks and the clefts of the cliffs, from before 

the terror of the LORD, and from the 

splendor of his majesty, when he rises to 

terrify the earth. 

Religion is another common source of pride. Idolatry 

gives people a sense of power and control. They think 

that if they just do the right rituals, they will get what 

they want. Even if we do not bow before a physical idol, 

we can still bring the same mindset to worship. We 

think that if we play along, God will bless us. But 

religion that is not based upon humble submission to 

the true God will prove to be worthless. 

Revelation 6:15-17 describes this same fearful moment 

with a few more details. It says, 

Then the kings of the earth and the great 

ones and the generals and the rich and the 

powerful, and everyone, slave and free, hid 

themselves in the caves and among the rocks 

of the mountains, calling to the mountains 

and rocks, "Fall on us and hide us from the 
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face of him who is seated on the throne, and 

from the wrath of the Lamb, for the great day 

of their wrath has come, and who can stand?" 

Everyone needs salvation from the wrath that is 

coming. It does not matter whether you have much or 

little. It does not matter whether you are strong or 

weak. The day of the Lord is coming, and the only way 

that we can escape it is by humbly bowing before God 

and receiving his grace. 

Isaiah 2 concludes with one more response in verse 22. 

He says, “Stop regarding man in whose nostrils is 

breath, for of what account is he?” What does it mean 

to stop regarding man? Some translations use the word 

“trust”—stop trusting man. I think that captures part of 

the idea. We should trust God rather than people, but 

there is more to this. If everyone is going to be 

humbled, then why would we exalt people? Why would 

we allow them to frighten us?  Why would we conform 

to their opinions and values or try to please them? 

Serve God no matter what anyone else thinks about it. 

Our own opinions and thoughts are not even 

trustworthy. Look to the Lord alone. Stop regarding 

man. 
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C o n c l u s i o n  

Isaiah 2 provides two very different visions of God’s 

presence in the future. When he is exalted as he 

deserves, every nation on earth will seek him and obey 

him, and there will be worldwide peace. But before that 

can happen, the proud people of the world must be 

brought low through a time of judgment. Are we ready 

for those times to come, or are we filled with all the 

wrong things like Isaiah’s countrymen were? 

If you are not ready, you could begin to walk in the light 

today. Humble yourself before the Lord and confess 

your sin. Receive the gift of his saving grace. Jesus died 

on the cross and rose again so that our sins can be 

forgiven. Trust him to save you and to direct your life. 

If you want to learn more about life in Christ, 1 John 1 

and 2 would be a good place to read. 

Perhaps you are a believer, but you need to renew your 

reliance upon God. Have you allowed other things to 

take his place in your life? Are you caught up in trying 

to please and impress people? We should exalt the Lord 

alone in our lives, and everyone else should do the 

same. Those who do not exalt him need to hear these 
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visions of the future. Would you pray and seek an 

opportunity to tell them? 

May God alone be exalted! 

Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. What encourages you about Isaiah’s first vision 

of the future? 

 

 

2. How would you compare your life to the 

condition of Isaiah’s countrymen? 

 

 

3. How should Isaiah’s second vision shape your 

life? 
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3  

C H A L L E N G E S  O F  L E A D E R S H I P  

I S A I A H  3 : 1 - 4 : 6  

Who selects our leaders? In grade school, I was taught 

that we, the people, select them as we participate in the 

American electoral process. But in college I heard more 

complicated explanations. My government professor 

talked about the influence of wealthy elites. Others 

claimed that shadowy forces conspire to control 

elections. But the Apostle Paul gave a much simpler 
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answer as he wrote to Christians in Rome. In Romans 

13:1-2, he said, 

Let every person be subject to the governing 

authorities. For there is no authority except 

from God, and those that exist have been 

instituted by God. Therefore whoever resists 

the authorities resists what God has 

appointed, and those who resist will incur 

judgment. 

By that point, Nero had probably just become emperor. 

The previous emperor, Claudius, married Nero’s 

mother, Agrippina, when he was eleven. Agrippina was 

politically shrewd. Even though Claudius had other 

biological children, Agrippina convinced him to adopt 

Nero as his successor. When Nero was sixteen, 

Claudius began to have second thoughts, but he 

conveniently died from some sort of poison, and Nero 

assumed the role.  

In time, Nero proved himself to be a tyrant who did not 

hesitate to assassinate his opponents. Many scholars 

believe that he orchestrated the burning of Rome, so 

that he could rebuild it to his liking. To draw attention 

away from himself, however, he blamed Christians for 

the disaster and viciously persecuted them. But if you 
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believe Paul’s words in Romans 13, then you must 

conclude that God chose Nero and sovereignly used 

him to accomplish his good purposes through Nero’s 

evil behavior.  

Though we may not perceive it, God is present and 

active in the selection of every leader regardless of the 

various human forces at work. That does not mean that 

he approves of their actions. Far from it! But it does 

mean that the behavior of leaders and the ways that we 

relate to them are fundamental spiritual issues that 

affect our relationship with God. He is there with us 

amid all our struggles. 

In chapters 3 and 4 of the book that bears his name, the 

Prophet Isaiah addresses the challenges or temptations 

of leadership. These chapters continue a message that 

began in chapter 2 with two visions of the future. Isaiah 

foresaw a time when Jerusalem would rise to 

prominence ushering in worldwide peace. But he also 

foresaw the humbling of people’s pride through a 

terrifying display of God’s judgment. So, he concludes 

the chapter in verse 22 with a practical application for 

his hearers. He tells them, “Stop regarding man in 

whose nostrils is breath, for of what account is he?”  



G O D  W I T H  U S  

 

54 

Chapters 3 and 4 expand upon this lesson. Isaiah 

identifies six leadership challenges that reflect our 

relationship with God. Of course, he was addressing 

the people of Judah, Israel’s Southern Kingdom, and 

they were a theocracy. In the Mosaic Law, God gave 

them clear instructions about how their leaders were to 

function and how people were to relate to them.  

But these challenges apply to other contexts as well 

because they are tied to our fundamental view of 

authority. You will encounter them in the relationship 

between citizens and secular government, employees 

and management, students and teachers, children and 

parents, and even church members and spiritual 

leaders. So, we all need to consider how we respond to 

these challenges. 
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C h a l l e n g e  1  

O p p o r t u n i s m  

What do you do when no one is watching? The old 

saying is that when the cat’s away, the mice will play, 

and we see the same idea reflected in human behavior. 

We act one way when authorities are present, but when 

they are absent, we are tempted to seize the 

opportunity. How much can I get away with? I call this 

impulse opportunism, and it reveals whether people 

are genuinely following their leaders or just putting on 

a show. 
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Isaiah foresees a time when God will test the 

opportunistic impulses of the citizens of Judah. In 

Isaiah 3:1-3, he says, 

For behold, the Lord GOD of hosts is taking 

away from Jerusalem and from Judah 

support and supply, all support of bread, and 

all support of water; the mighty man and the 

soldier, the judge and the prophet, the 

diviner and the elder, the captain of fifty and 

the man of rank, the counselor and the 

skillful magician and the expert in charms. 

He is going to strip away their leaders during a time of 

scarcity. He does not mention the highest authorities 

like the king or the chief priest, though they would 

probably be included. He highlights influential people 

that the average citizen would know. The mighty men 

were war heroes of the past, while soldiers fought 

present day battles. Judges enforced God’s law, and 

prophets proclaimed it. Diviners, on the other hand, 

were a negative influence from false religions. Every 

town had elders to provide social leadership. Then 

military leadership is mentioned again with the 

captains of small units. Men of rank and counselors 
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provided positive direction for society, but magicians 

and experts in charms were negative. 

This removal of leadership is exactly what happened 

when the Babylonian Empire attacked Judah roughly a 

century after Isaiah’s time. The crops were decimated 

during their siege. They exiled the royal family and the 

nobility, including the prophets Daniel and Ezekiel, to 

Babylon. How would the people of Judah respond in 

their absence? In Isaiah 3:4-5, the Lord foretold, 

And I will make boys their princes, and 

infants shall rule over them. And the people 

will oppress one another, every one his fellow 

and every one his neighbor; the youth will be 

insolent to the elder, and the despised to the 

honorable. 

With immature, inept leadership, anarchy will ensue. 

People will oppress one another and exhibit a general 

pattern of rebellion. They will seize the opportunity to 

get away with whatever they can, but they are making 

a foolish assumption. They think that no one sees and 

that all authority is gone, but they are wrong. God is 

still there. He is ever-present and all knowing. Their 

behavior in the absence of human leaders 

demonstrates their disregard for God himself. 
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So, how do you respond to the challenge of 

opportunism? What do you do when you think no one 

is watching? We must remember that God himself, the 

ultimate authority, is always with us. 
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C h a l l e n g e  2  

D e s p e r a t i o n  

When times are good and life is easy, we feel the 

freedom to be selective. We set high standards, 

rigorous criteria, and refuse to settle for anything less. 

But when times are hard and we feel threatened, we are 

tempted to abandon our principles and follow our 

impulses. During crises, we often fail to exercise 

discernment about those whom we follow or the claims 

that they make. This is the challenge of desperation.  

With the scenario presented in the first five verses of 

Isaiah 3, you can understand why people in Judah 
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would feel desperate. But the response described in 

verse 6 seems ridiculous. Isaiah says, 

For a man will take hold of his brother in the 

house of his father, saying: "You have a cloak; 

you shall be our leader, and this heap of ruins 

shall be under your rule;"… 

Having a cloak seems like a mark of success when your 

city is ruined. This man is not trying to lead others. 

They are forcing it upon him. They are willing to follow 

anyone who might help them gain some clothing and 

food, but this man does not want the job. Verse 7 tells 

us, 

… in that day he will speak out, saying: "I will 

not be a healer; in my house there is neither 

bread nor cloak; you shall not make me 

leader of the people." 

His response is cowardly, but at least he is honest. Most 

people are not. When we feel desperate we are more 

susceptible to being deceived and exploited by those 

who are dishonest. We will return to that thought in a 

moment. For now, we need to ask ourselves whether 

we should ever feel this kind of desperation. Are human 

leaders the ones who give us food and clothing? What 
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about the Lord? Isn’t he with us? Why wouldn’t we look 

to him? Matthew 6:26 tells us that Jesus said, “Look at 

the birds of the air: they neither sow nor reap nor 

gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds 

them. Are you not of more value than they?” Then verse 

30 tells us that he said, “But if God so clothes the grass 

of the field, which today is alive and tomorrow is 

thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe 

you, O you of little faith?” 

Are you feeling desperate about something? Many 

people do. Who are you willing to follow? How quick 

are you to set aside your standards? When we feel 

desperate, we must look to the Lord and hold firmly to 

the truth of his word. Trust him. Follow him. 
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C h a l l e n g e  3  

D e f i a n c e  

Have you ever seen a ski jumper who falls upon 

landing? It’s a terrible sight. They build up so much 

momentum going down the slope that they do not stop. 

They just keep tumbling. Defiance is like that. It is a 

steep slope, and we are all perched on the edge. Will we 

follow our leaders or defy them? If we step out in that 

direction, we can build up a destructive momentum 

from which it is almost impossible to recover. 

The people of Judah and Jerusalem were on that slope. 

The Lord revealed that they would fall hard in a future 
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crisis, but most of them would still not repent. In Isaiah 

3:8-9, Isaiah says, 

For Jerusalem has stumbled, and Judah has 

fallen, because their speech and their deeds 

are against the LORD, defying his glorious 

presence. For the look on their faces bears 

witness against them; they proclaim their sin 

like Sodom; they do not hide it. Woe to them! 

For they have brought evil on themselves. 

These verses show how easily defiance gathers 

momentum in someone’s life. Isaiah turns from talking 

about human leaders to focus directly on how the 

people relate to the Lord, yet defiance infects all our 

relationships. It begins with speech. It is easy to talk 

tough. In a moment of frustration someone might 

speak out against God.  If they do not experience any 

immediate consequences, they begin to act in ways that 

defy his presence. Before long, they grow proud of their 

defiance, proclaiming their sin rather than hiding it.  

This attitude is even more offensive to God than the 

deeds themselves. It led him to destroy Sodom and 

Gomorrah. In Romans 1:32, Paul speaks of it as the 

pinnacle of human depravity. He says, “Though they 

know God's righteous decree that those who practice 
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such things deserve to die, they not only do them but 

give approval to those who practice them.” 

It is hard to resist when your entire society is rushing 

down that slope. But Isaiah offers these words of 

encouragement in Isaiah 3:10-11.  

Tell the righteous that it shall be well with 

them, for they shall eat the fruit of their 

deeds. Woe to the wicked! It shall be ill with 

him, for what his hands have dealt out shall 

be done to him. 

Even though God related to the people of Israel 

collectively as a nation, statements like these reveal the 

importance of individual spirituality. Even if everyone 

around you adopts a defiant attitude, you can choose to 

trust and obey God. Sooner or later society will come 

crashing down, either through immediate 

consequences or God’s ultimate judgment. But the 

Lord always preserves the righteous in some way. Good 

or bad, we ultimately reap what we sow. You may be 

hurtling down that slope, but if you repent and humbly 

turn to him the Lord will rescue you. 
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C h a l l e n g e  4  

A p p e t i t e  

According to Genesis 3, the first sin involved eating. 

The serpent enticed the woman with other more 

complicated desires too. But on its most basic level, his 

appeal was to her appetite. If you eat this, you will be 

more satisfied with life. That same reasoning becomes 

a challenge and a temptation to anyone who exercises 

leadership. Will you serve people or take advantage of 

them? 

Isaiah warns the people of Judah that their leaders 

have succumbed to this temptation. In Isaiah 3:12, he 

says, 
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My people—infants are their oppressors, and 

women rule over them. O my people, your 

guides mislead you and they have swallowed 

up the course of your paths. 

The leading people of Judah were not following the 

Lord. Isaiah was not speaking of infants in a literal 

sense. The term refers to men behaving in foolishly 

childish ways. In the absence of mature men, women 

were ruling, if not formally then through exercising 

strong influence. Early in Israel’s history, God worked 

through godly women like Deborah to keep the nation 

on track when male leaders failed to step up. But we 

will see in a moment that the women of Isaiah’s time 

were not demonstrating that sort of character. The 

nation’s leaders were misleading people, oppressing 

them, and swallowing up their lives.  

Such behavior does not go unnoticed. The Lord will 

address it in the final judgment. In Isaiah 3:13-15, 

Isaiah declares, 

The LORD has taken his place to contend; he 

stands to judge peoples. The LORD will enter 

into judgment with the elders and princes of 

his people: "It is you who have devoured the 

vineyard, the spoil of the poor is in your 
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houses. What do you mean by crushing my 

people, by grinding the face of the poor?" 

declares the Lord GOD of hosts. 

Leaders may be able to hide their self-gratifying ways 

from the people they lead, but God is with us. He 

knows. When he grants someone authority, he holds 

them responsible to reflect his care for people. We are 

to be like Christ, “who, though he was in the form of 

God, did not count equality with God a thing to be 

grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the form of a 

servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being 

found in human form, he humbled himself by 

becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on 

a cross” (Phil 2:6-8). 

How are you using the authority you have? For 

personal satisfaction or humble service? 
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C h a l l e n g e  5  

I m a g e  

In the days before digital cameras, it was hard to get 

good pictures. You could shoot a full roll of film with 

every shot out of focus and poorly lit. But that began to 

change when you no longer had to buy film or develop 

it. It got even easier with cameras on smartphones. 

Now everyone can take good pictures and instantly 

show them to the world on social media. It tempts us 

all to become obsessed with our image. How do I look? 

What will people think? 

Of course, obsession with image predates both digital 

cameras and film cameras. It has always been a 
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concern for the world’s influential people, and the Lord 

exposes it in the leading women of Jerusalem during 

Isaiah’s time. He begins in Isaiah 3:16-17 by saying, 

The LORD said: Because the daughters of 

Zion are haughty and walk with outstretched 

necks, glancing wantonly with their eyes, 

mincing along as they go, tinkling with their 

feet, therefore the Lord will strike with a scab 

the heads of the daughters of Zion, and the 

LORD will lay bare their secret parts. 

They wanted to be the center of attention. They sought 

it in the way they walked and the looks they gave. But 

their arrogance would be punished. This may refer 

again to the time when Jerusalem would be conquered 

by the Babylonians. They would be wounded and 

exposed.  

Some say that these daughters of Zion are a 

personification of the nation. But the details of this 

rebuke seem to refer to a specific group of wealthy 

leading women. In verses 18-23, the Lord lists all the 

fashionable things that occupied their focus. He says, 

In that day the Lord will take away the finery 

of the anklets, the headbands, and the 

crescents; the pendants, the bracelets, and 
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the scarves; the headdresses, the armlets, the 

sashes, the perfume boxes, and the amulets; 

the signet rings and nose rings; the festal 

robes, the mantles, the cloaks, and the 

handbags; the mirrors, the linen garments, 

the turbans, and the veils. 

There is nothing inherently wrong with many of these 

items, but crescents and amulets may have been 

connected with false religion. It is the size of the list, 

however, that stands out. These women were obsessed 

with fashion and image, but hard times were coming 

upon them. In verse 24, the Lord says, 

Instead of perfume there will be rottenness; 

and instead of a belt, a rope; and instead of 

well-set hair, baldness; and instead of a rich 

robe, a skirt of sackcloth; and branding 

instead of beauty. 

A few of the terms here suggest that they would end up 

as slaves. That may be why a rope is wrapped around 

their waste and they have been branded like cattle. In a 

sense they were already enslaved by their possessions, 

but once those things are stripped away their true 

character is revealed. What kind of influence were 

these leading ladies having in their society? 
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Verses 25-26 and verse 1 of chapter four show their 

desperate condition in another way. The Lord says, 

Your men shall fall by the sword and your 

mighty men in battle. And her gates shall 

lament and mourn; empty, she shall sit on 

the ground. And seven women shall take 

hold of one man in that day, saying, "We will 

eat our own bread and wear our own clothes, 

only let us be called by your name; take away 

our reproach." 

You would think that such humbling circumstances 

would correct their perspective, but that is not what 

happens. They pursue marriage because of their image. 

They want their reproach taken away. Their main 

concern is what people will think about them, but they 

should have focused on God’s opinion. In 1 Peter 3:4, 

Peter instructed Christian women, “but let your 

adorning be the hidden person of the heart with the 

imperishable beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which 

in God's sight is very precious.” 

Where is your focus? Are you caught up in pursuing a 

certain image? Are you obsessed with impressing 

people? Is that how the Lord wants you to use your 
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influence? We must allow the Lord’s presence with us 

to define our public image. We must live to please him. 
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C h a l l e n g e  6  

P a t i e n c e  

Growth takes time. Some plants take weeks and 

months, but trees can take years, even decades. Of all 

people, those who lead should maintain a long-term 

perspective, but that is often not the case. They can be 

impatient and demanding. When they don’t see 

immediate results, they switch course. Patience is a 

perpetual challenge for both leaders and those who 

follow them. 

As Isaiah concludes chapter 4, he looks ahead to the 

future of Zion as he did at the beginning of chapter 2. 

In Isaiah 4:2, he says, 
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In that day the branch of the LORD shall be 

beautiful and glorious, and the fruit of the 

land shall be the pride and honor of the 

survivors of Israel. 

It is not immediately apparent what he means here by 

“the branch of the Lord.” He could be speaking about 

Israel as a nation being planted in the promised land 

by the Lord. He speaks of them as a vineyard in chapter 

5. But later in verse 1 of chapter 11, he says, “There shall 

come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse, and a 

branch from his roots shall bear fruit.” Jesse was the 

father of King David, so Isaiah is talking about a future 

Davidic king. The royal line may seem like a dead 

stump, but a new sprout will eventually grow from it. 

The New Testament tells us that Jesus is this promised 

Messianic leader. 

In contrast to the false beauty of the daughters of Zion, 

this Branch of the Lord will bring true beauty and glory 

to the world. He will usher in a time of genuine 

fruitfulness that will fill the hearts of those in his 

kingdom with the right kind of pride and honor. His 

kingdom will be different in two major ways. First, the 
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citizens of the kingdom will be holy. In verses 3-4, 

Isaiah tells us, 

And he who is left in Zion and remains in 

Jerusalem will be called holy, everyone who 

has been recorded for life in Jerusalem, when 

the Lord shall have washed away the filth of 

the daughters of Zion and cleansed the 

bloodstains of Jerusalem from its midst by a 

spirit of judgment and by a spirit of burning. 

Some people will enter this future kingdom, and some 

will not. Those who enter have been recorded for life 

there. We find this same concept in the book of 

Revelation. Revelation 13:8 speaks of the book of life of 

the Lamb who was slain. It says that people’s names 

were written in it before the foundation of the world. 

His sacrificial death is what cleanses them and makes 

them holy. On the other hand, those like the vain 

daughters of Zion will be cleared away in judgment.  

The second difference with this future kingdom will be 

the way that God is present. In verses 5-6, Isaiah says, 

Then the LORD will create over the whole 

site of Mount Zion and over her assemblies a 

cloud by day, and smoke and the shining of a 

flaming fire by night; for over all the glory 
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there will be a canopy. There will be a booth 

for shade by day from the heat, and for a 

refuge and a shelter from the storm and rain. 

God will be visibly present as he was in the time of the 

Exodus. He will gather his people together and 

surround them with his glory. There they will know 

true comfort, shade from the heat and shelter from the 

storm. But that time has not yet come, and that is the 

challenge. Are you willing to believe? Are you willing to 

hope and wait? If you are expecting leaders here and 

now to bring about something like this, they cannot do 

it. Don’t settle for anything less. 

C o n c l u s i o n  

So, your response to these six challenges of leadership 

reveals your heart toward God and your belief in his 

presence. Opportunism and desperation show that you 

don’t believe that he is ever-present and all-knowing. 

Defiance says that you don’t care if he is. Our focus on 

appetite, image, reveal our selfishness. We must 

exercise patience, looking forward to the future 

kingdom of God.  
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Are you willing to trust God with your future? If so, 

then you must trust him here and now in the present. 

Begin to follow Christ as your leader. Confess your sins 

and receive his gift of salvation. Let his word set the 

course for your life. If you want to learn more about 

following Christ, the second chapter of First Peter 

would be a good passage to read. 

If you are a believer, do you need to change how you 

relate to authority? It seems to me that a lot of 

Christians today have a defiant attitude and a 

disrespect for authority. As misdirected as worldly 

leaders may be, our sovereign God has placed them 

over you, and that attitude is a slippery slope. Perhaps 

you’re facing a difficult situation with an authority 

figure.  Are you willing to walk humbly and entrust that 

situation to God? 

May the humility of Christ be evident in us! 
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Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. How have you been relating to those in 

authority? What does your response 

communicate about your view of God’s 

sovereignty? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these challenges is the greatest 

temptation for you? Why? 

 

 

 

3. How does your relationship with authority need 

to change to reflect a greater trust in God? 
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4  

G O D ’ S  I N V E S T M E N T  S T R A T E G Y  

I S A I A H  5 : 1 - 3 0  

Our finite human minds struggle to understand an 

infinite God. We can describe him with words like 

powerful, just, merciful, or loving. But words alone are 

not enough. We need something more concrete. So, 

God works through the authors of the Bible to paint 

portraits of who he is. I don’t mean literal drawings, but 

metaphors.  
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We have already found a few of these pictures in the 

opening chapters of Isaiah’s prophecy. In chapter 1, 

God is presented as a father who reasons with his 

rebellious children. In chapters 2 and 3, he is portrayed 

as a perfect judge who will bring ultimate peace. Later 

in chapter 29, he is likened to a potter who has created 

all the people of the world. Our experiences with other 

humans in these roles help us understand who God is 

and how he is present with us. 

We come now to Isaiah 5, where the Lord is described 

as the owner of a vineyard. In modern terms, you might 

say that he is like a businessman who invests in a 

project with the expectation of receiving a profit. Of 

course, God’s project is not some business endeavor. It 

is people. He invested heavily in the people of Israel, 

and he invests heavily in us today. So, you might say 

that Isaiah shows us his investment strategy. 

As we work through the chapter, we will see three of his 

goals. Each one shows us how he invests and what he 

expects in return. Israel’s response was disappointing, 

but we can be different. Through the power of Christ 

and the work of the Spirit, we can walk worthy. 
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G o a l  1  

F r u i t  f o r  H i s  L a b o r  

When I was growing up, I spent a lot of time with my 

grandparents. We all lived in a suburb just 15 miles 

north of downtown Los Angeles. But my grandparents 

were originally from a rural part of Arkansas, so they 

wanted a garden. They did not have much space to 

work with, but they planted corn, tomatoes, onions, 

squash, watermelon and pumpkin. They invested 

money, time, and effort and received very little in 

return, but that did not matter to them. Their garden 

was simply a hobby that gave them something to do 

and reminded them of home.  
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Of course, those who farm for a living have an entirely 

different outlook. They cannot fritter away time and 

money. They need their land to be productive. They 

need fruit for their labor. Isaiah is going to reveal that 

God has the same goal, but he begins with a brief 

parable. In Isaiah 5:1-2, he says, 

Let me sing for my beloved my love song 

concerning his vineyard: My beloved had a 

vineyard on a very fertile hill. He dug it and 

cleared it of stones, and planted it with 

choice vines; he built a watchtower in the 

midst of it, and hewed out a wine vat in it; 

and he looked for it to yield grapes, but it 

yielded wild grapes. 

This chapter may be a continuation of the message that 

Isaiah began in chapter 2. He does not make an obvious 

break, but many scholars think that it stands alone. 

You can imagine him stepping up in front of a group of 

people and beginning with this little story. The word 

beloved may sound strange to our ears, but the Hebrew 

term could refer to any close friend or relative.  

The scenario was familiar to people in that part of the 

world. Vineyards were common. In fact, when Moses 

sent the twelve spies into the land they came back with 
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a huge cluster of excellent grapes. The weather is ideal, 

but the soil is very rocky. So, a lot of labor is required, 

but it does not pay off for this man. His vineyard only 

produces sour wild grapes.  

Everyone who heard Isaiah would understand the 

man’s frustration. But Isaiah wants them to enter into 

the story and feel it. In verses 3-4, he assumes the role 

of the vineyard owner and says, 

And now, O inhabitants of Jerusalem and 

men of Judah, judge between me and my 

vineyard. What more was there to do for my 

vineyard, that I have not done in it? When I 

looked for it to yield grapes, why did it yield 

wild grapes? 

There is no good answer to his question. He had done 

all the right things. He was fully justified in expecting 

the vineyard to yield good fruit. So, what should he do? 

Most people would just give up. But this man responds 

in a way that is more aggressive. In verses 5-6, he says, 

And now I will tell you what I will do to my 

vineyard. I will remove its hedge, and it shall 

be devoured; I will break down its wall, and 

it shall be trampled down. I will make it a 

waste; it shall not be pruned or hoed, and 
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briers and thorns shall grow up; I will also 

command the clouds that they rain no rain 

upon it. 

He plans to expend labor against his vineyard, 

removing the hedge and breaking down the wall. This 

opens the way for animals to feed on it and trample it. 

He will neglect it so that the weeds take over.  But then 

he says something that shows that this is no normal 

man. He will forbid the clouds from raining on it. Who 

can do that? Isaiah gets to the punchline in verse 7. He 

says, 

For the vineyard of the LORD of hosts is the 

house of Israel, and the men of Judah are his 

pleasant planting; and he looked for justice, 

but behold, bloodshed; for righteousness, 

but behold, an outcry! 

God invested effort in establishing the house of Israel. 

He called Abraham and enabled his descendants to 

grow into a great nation. He rescued them from Egypt, 

gave them his Law, and led them to the promised land. 

He also raised up leaders for them. He wanted the 

world to see the fruit of justice and righteousness in 

their society, but it wasn’t there. There was bloodshed 

and violence. Oppressed people were crying out over 
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the injustice. Can you imagine God’s frustration with 

Israel?  

Now think of the additional investment he has made 

from a New Testament perspective. He sent his Son to 

earth. The Word became flesh. He came to the people 

of Israel, proclaiming the truth and offering them 

forgiveness, if they would repent and believe. But they 

still rejected him and crucified him. In fact, Jesus 

predicted his rejection by telling a parable about the 

tenants of a vineyard who kill the owner’s son (Matt 

21:33-46).  

After his resurrection, Jesus sent his followers to the 

ends of the earth with good news. Those outside of 

Israel can also receive forgiveness. When we believe, he 

even sends the Holy Spirit into our lives to produce 

spiritual fruit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

goodness, gentleness, faithfulness, and self-control 

(Gal 5:22-23). But what fruit does God find in the 

Christian church for all this labor? 

Think of the events that God has orchestrated for you 

personally to hear the gospel and to learn his word. 

Think of the people he has raised up to pray for you and 
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to share his truth with you. Think of how the Spirit 

teaches us, convicts us, and empowers us. Is God’s 

investment worthwhile? Are you bearing fruit? 
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G o a l  2  

A c k n o w l e d g m e n t  o f  H i s  B l e s s i n g  

Sometimes we give gifts out of obligation. You may not 

know the person all that well, but you feel that you 

must get him or her something. You don’t want to 

spend much time thinking about it or money 

purchasing it. You are not concerned whether the 

person appreciates it or not.  You just want to fulfill our 

personal sense of duty. 

But then there are occasions when you are fully 

invested in a gift. You gladly pay whatever it costs 

because you are motivated by love not duty. In those 

cases, you are very concerned about how the person 
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responds. Their reaction to the gift reflects your 

relationship. 

When God gives gifts to his people, he is investing in a 

relationship. He is motivated by love and grace. He 

blesses us, so that we will acknowledge him and draw 

closer to him in gratitude and appreciation. But that 

response was not happening with the people of Israel. 

Isaiah cites two examples and warns people of how the 

Lord will respond. He begins in verse 8 by saying, 

Woe to those who join house to house, who 

add field to field, until there is no more room, 

and you are made to dwell alone in the midst 

of the land. 

When God established his covenant with Abraham, he 

promised to give his descendants a land. Later when he 

prepared the people of Israel to take possession of it, 

he gave them clear instructions. They were to divide it 

up, so that each family had an inheritance to pass down 

from generation to generation. If a family fell on hard 

times and had to sell their land, the Law said that it 

should be returned to them in the year of Jubilee, every 

fiftieth year. 
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But people were not following God’s commands. The 

rich were hoarding vast amounts of land. They did not 

treat it as a gracious gift from God. They did not 

acknowledge him at all. So, in verses 9 and 10, Isaiah 

says, 

The LORD of hosts has sworn in my hearing: 

"Surely many houses shall be desolate, large 

and beautiful houses, without inhabitant. 

For ten acres of vineyard shall yield but one 

bath, and a homer of seed shall yield but an 

ephah." 

For their selfishness, greed, and ingratitude, these 

wealthy people would be removed from the land that 

God had given them. Their houses would sit empty. 

The land would be unproductive. Their physical 

vineyards would be just as unfruitful as they were 

spiritually. A bath is only about 8 gallons. That is all 

that they would get from 10 acres of land. A homer is a 

huge amount of seed, but it would only yield an ephah 

of grain, again around 8 or 9 gallons. 

Isaiah moves on to another example in verses 11 and 

12. He says,  

Woe to those who rise early in the morning, 

that they may run after strong drink, who 
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tarry late into the evening as wine inflames 

them! They have lyre and harp, tambourine 

and flute and wine at their feasts, but they do 

not regard the deeds of the LORD, or see the 

work of his hands. 

God blessed them with fruitful vineyards that gave 

them good wine, but they distorted that blessing by 

pursuing constant drunkenness. They feasted and 

celebrated, but never acknowledged what God had 

done for them. They refused to see it. Consequently, 

verses 13 and 14 tell us, 

Therefore my people go into exile for lack of 

knowledge; their honored men go hungry, 

and their multitude is parched with thirst. 

Therefore Sheol has enlarged its appetite and 

opened its mouth beyond measure, and the 

nobility of Jerusalem and her multitude will 

go down, her revelers and he who exults in 

her. 

Theirs was no innocent lack of knowledge. It was 

willful, determined ignorance. They had abundant 

evidence of God’s blessing in the land. But since they 

refused to acknowledge God, he would send them into 

exile, allowing them to experience hunger and thirst. 
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Sheol is the place of the dead, and many of them would 

wind up there.  

Yet God’s investment is never a total loss. Even when 

people refuse to acknowledge his blessing, he is exalted 

in judgment. In verses 15-17 Isaiah says, 

Man is humbled, and each one is brought 

low, and the eyes of the haughty are brought 

low. But the LORD of hosts is exalted in 

justice, and the Holy God shows himself holy 

in righteousness. Then shall the lambs graze 

as in their pasture, and nomads shall eat 

among the ruins of the rich. 

The fields and houses of these greedy, arrogant people 

can become the domain of any wandering animal or 

nomad in the blink of an eye. Their punishment 

demonstrates the justice of God. As they are humbled, 

he is lifted up. He displays that he is holy and righteous. 

We do not live in the promised land, but God still 

provides everything we have. He causes the sun to 

shine and sends the rain. He enables plants to grow and 

to bear fruit. He keeps our hearts beating and fills our 

lungs with breath. Do you humbly acknowledge that 

investment? Are you filled with gratitude? 
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In Ephesians 1:3, Paul says that God has blessed 

believers in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the 

heavenly places. Do you appreciate those blessings? Do 

they lead you to understand God’s great love? Do they 

inspire you to praise and worship him?  
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G o a l  3  

A c c e p t a n c e  o f  H i s  W o r d  

Parents know that there is a big difference between 

hearing and listening. You can tell a child to do 

something, and they hear your voice. They understand 

the words, and perhaps even acknowledge them. But 

they may not accept them or obey them. When parents 

take the time to speak, they want their children to 

listen. Words are an investment. 

God has the same goal as he speaks. He wants people 

to listen, to accept his word. Moses made this point as 

he reiterated God’s Law in Deuteronomy. In chapter 4, 

he says that no other nation has such wise and 
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righteous rules and statutes. They had the privilege of 

hearing from God. This precious investment was 

supposed to make them stand out from all the other 

nations on earth. But were they listening? 

Isaiah cites four ways that people reject God’s word. He 

begins in Isaiah 5:18-19 by saying, 

Woe to those who draw iniquity with cords of 

falsehood, who draw sin as with cart ropes, 

who say: "Let him be quick, let him speed his 

work that we may see it; let the counsel of the 

Holy One of Israel draw near, and let it come, 

that we may know it!" 

He pictures these people like oxen pulling a cart. An ox 

tows something because its master trains it to do so. 

These people, on the other hand, voluntarily take the 

ropes. They embrace falsehood and use it to justify 

their sinful behavior. But at the same time, they act as 

if they are waiting to hear from God, waiting to obey 

until they see him perform some great work. 

This may seem spiritual, but they were using this 

excuse to ignore the great works God had already done 

and the truths that he had already revealed. People in 

the time of Christ used this tactic. They kept asking him 
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to perform additional miracles, ignoring all that he had 

already done. Of course, people today do the same 

thing, refusing to listen until God gives them some sort 

of personal revelation. But he has already spoken, and 

we must listen. 

The next two ways that people reject God’s word are 

closely connected. In verses 20 and 21, Isaiah says,  

Woe to those who call evil good and good 

evil, who put darkness for light and light for 

darkness, who put bitter for sweet and sweet 

for bitter! Woe to those who are wise in their 

own eyes, and shrewd in their own sight! 

The people in verse 20 openly contradict what God has 

said. They applaud sin and condemn righteousness. 

Some believers are shocked when they hear people 

today use this tactic, but it’s nothing new. It flows from 

the more basic heart issue in verse 21. People think of 

themselves as wise, wise enough to act as judge over 

what God has revealed. Even if this arrogant attitude 

leads someone to agree with some truths from God’s 

word, they are not doing so out of humble submission 

or respect.  
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Isaiah identifies one more way that people reject God’s 

word in verses 22-23. He says, 

Woe to those who are heroes at drinking 

wine, and valiant men in mixing strong 

drink, who acquit the guilty for a bribe, and 

deprive the innocent of his right! 

These people would probably claim to accept the Word, 

but they fail to follow it. Isaiah harkens back to the idea 

of the vineyard again. Drunkenness impairs their 

judgment, and they succumb to temptation. That kind 

of carelessness could lead to any number of sins. But in 

this case, Isaiah has leaders in mind who have a 

responsibility to pass judgment on various issues. In 

their impaired state, they accept bribes and fail to 

enforce God’s standard of justice.  

Those who use these tactics will face two consequences. 

The first is self-inflicted. It is a natural result of their 

rejection of God’s Word. In verse 24, Isaiah says, 

Therefore, as the tongue of fire devours the 

stubble, and as dry grass sinks down in the 

flame, so their root will be as rottenness, and 

their blossom go up like dust; for they have 

rejected the law of the LORD of hosts, and 
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have despised the word of the Holy One of 

Israel. 

When you light a piece of paper on fire, it blackens, 

shrivels, and quickly crumbles into ash. Isaiah has the 

same picture in mind as he speaks about stubble and 

dry grass, but he quickly switches to the picture of a 

living plant. Its root blackens and its blossom 

crumbles. Without the water of God’s word in their 

lives, people dry up and shrivel in the same way. They 

inflict this punishment upon themselves by rejecting 

the law and despising the Word. We need his truth. 

The second consequence comes from God himself. In 

verse 25, Isaiah says, 

Therefore the anger of the LORD was kindled 

against his people, and he stretched out his 

hand against them and struck them, and the 

mountains quaked; and their corpses were as 

refuse in the midst of the streets. For all this 

his anger has not turned away, and his hand 

is stretched out still. 

Isaiah could be speaking about the final judgment. 

Other prophetic passages describe cataclysmic events 

like massive earthquakes taking place at that time. He 

envisions the city filled with dead bodies. But terrible 
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events like that will not be enough to satisfy the wrath 

of God. Perhaps Isaiah is alluding to eternal 

condemnation. On the other hand, Isaiah might be 

speaking figuratively in this verse because he goes on 

to describe a more immediate judgment that would 

come upon the people of Israel. 

He concludes this prophetic message in verses 26-30, 

by speaking of the Lord and saying, 

He will raise a signal for nations far away, 

and whistle for them from the ends of the 

earth; and behold, quickly, speedily they 

come! None is weary, none stumbles, none 

slumbers or sleeps, not a waistband is loose, 

not a sandal strap broken; their arrows are 

sharp, all their bows bent, their horses' hoofs 

seem like flint, and their wheels like the 

whirlwind. Their roaring is like a lion, like 

young lions they roar; they growl and seize 

their prey; they carry it off, and none can 

rescue. They will growl over it on that day, 

like the growling of the sea. And if one looks 

to the land, behold, darkness and distress; 

and the light is darkened by its clouds. 

Because they rejected his word, God will bring other 

nations to fight against Israel. He only has to whistle, 

and they will come running. They will seem relentless 



G o d ’ s  I n v e s t m e n t  S t r a t e g y  ( I s a i a h  5 : 1 - 3 0 )  

 

99 

and unstoppable. They will be ferocious like lions and 

intimidating like a storm at sea. 

During Isaiah’s lifetime, the Northern Kingdom of 

Israel would be conquered by the Assyrians. They 

would then lay siege to Jerusalem. Jerusalem would 

survive for another century, but then the Babylonians 

would come and destroy them. These tragic events 

could have been avoided if the people had simply 

accepted and obeyed God’s Word, but military defeat 

cannot compare to the eternal punishment that God 

will bring in the future.  

How have you responded to his Word? Are you 

listening? Do you accept it as true? Do you trust it and 

obey it? God has given it to us to lead us in the path of 

true life. It is an incredibly valuable investment. 
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C o n c l u s i o n  

So, God invested heavily in the people of Israel, and he 

has invested heavily in us. He has worked to sustain us 

and save us, so he deserves to receive fruit. He blesses 

us in countless ways that we should acknowledge. He 

has revealed his truth to us, and he wants us to accept 

it. Is God’s investment wasted upon you? 

It is never too late to change course. Even if you have 

never done so, you can start accepting God’s Word. You 

can begin to understand and acknowledge his 

blessings, particularly the forgiveness that Jesus 

purchased for us through his death. You can receive the 

Spirit so that your life will begin to bear fruit. I 

encourage you to take that first step today. If you are 

still uncertain and want to understand more about 

some of these ideas, 2 Peter 1 covers many of the same 

ideas from a New Testament perspective. 

If you are a believer, what more could you be doing to 

honor the investment God has made? Is there some 

way that you could be more conscientious about 

acknowledging his blessings? Sometimes we focus our 

prayers exclusively on our requests. Maybe you need to 
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devote time to recounting your blessings and giving 

thanks? Are you pursuing spiritual fruit? Are you 

striving to change and grow? Are there specific steps 

that would help you move in that direction? 

May God cultivate true and lasting fruit in our lives. 
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Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. Why might this picture of God be less familiar to 

us than others? 

 

 

 

2. To what degree have these goals been achieved 

in your life? How so? 

 

 

 

3. What could you do differently this week to 

better fulfill these goals? 
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5  

T H E  P E R S P E C T I V E  O F  H O L I N E S S  

I S A I A H  6 : 1 - 1 3  

Astronomers tell us that our sun is over 860 thousand 

miles wide. The diameter of the moon by comparison 

is just a little over 2 thousand miles. So, the sun is 400 

times larger, but since the moon is so close to us, it can 

block out the sun’s light. When those total eclipses have 

happened in history, many people panic. It is just a 

passing shadow, but they fear that it is the end of the 
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world. They needed to see the universe from a different 

perspective. 

Something similar can happen in our lives. A trial 

comes along that is nothing more than a passing 

shadow, but we panic. We allow it to eclipse God in our 

thinking. We act as if our world is ending. In those 

times, we need to see life from a different perspective, 

and that is what we find in the book of Isaiah. His 

prophecies, particularly in chapters 1-12, reveal what it 

means that God is with us. 

The first five chapters are confrontational. Isaiah 

addressed his countrymen in the kingdom of Judah as 

children rebelling against their Heavenly Father in 

chapter 1. Chapter 2 contains a vision of their ultimate 

humiliation through God’s future judgment, while in 

chapters 3 and 4, he predicted a more immediate 

humiliation of the nation’s leaders. Chapter 5 likens the 

people of Israel to a fruitless vineyard that will be 

mostly destroyed, but Isaiah has not said much about 

how he personally arrived at this perspective. How did 

God open his eyes? How did he become a prophet? He 

does not tell us until chapter 6. 
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The nation was experiencing one of those eclipse 

moments. After reigning for 52 years, King Uzziah 

died. From a secular perspective, his reign was a golden 

era, but the spiritual condition of the nation was not 

strong. At one point, Uzziah arrogantly tried to enter 

the temple to burn incense, a privilege reserved for 

priests. The Lord struck him with leprosy, leaving his 

son Jotham to reign as coregent. The nation had 

experienced relative peace and prosperity, but the 

power of the Assyrian empire was growing. Was 

Jotham up to the challenge of leading the nation on his 

own? Would good times continue, or were serious 

challenges on the way? 

As the shadow of those concerns hung over Isaiah, he 

received a vision of God. That encounter brought about 

the change of perspective that he needed. He witnessed 

the holiness of God, and the account of his experience 

can bring about the change of perspective that we need. 

His vision demonstrates three demands that God's 

holiness makes upon our lives.  

Since these demands flow from the nature of God, they 

are absolute. They reveal his purpose and plan. So, they 

should shape our perceptions and aspirations. They 
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should overrule every other concern. We must live in 

light of his holiness. Are you willing to change your 

perspective? 
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D e m a n d  1  

P r a i s e  

A mirror is nothing more than some glass with a shiny 

backing. It can be a helpful tool, but it can also 

represent a perspective that is entirely self-focused. We 

are inclined to view everything in life by looking 

inward, even relationships and religion. How do I look? 

How do I feel? What do I want? What do I think? We 

become our own guide and, in a sense, our own god. 

But this inward perspective leads us down a dark spiral 

as we encounter things that are outside of our control. 

We don’t have the answers. We are not worthy of the 
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devotion we pay to ourselves. We need to focus on 

someone greater. 

Isaiah tells us how his perspective began to change in 

verse 1 of chapter 6. He says, 

In the year that King Uzziah died I saw the 

Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted 

up; and the train of his robe filled the temple. 

He saw the true king. He calls him the Lord, the master. 

Uzziah had died, but God was still reigning. Three 

others later experienced similar visions of God on his 

throne—the Old Testament prophets, Ezekiel and 

Daniel, and the Apostle John as he recounts in the New 

Testament book of Revelation. Ezekiel and John 

describe the sight with colorful details. Ezekiel said the 

throne was like sapphire and the one sitting on it like 

fiery, gleaming metal (Ezek 1:26). John says it was like 

jasper and carnelian surrounded by a rainbow. Isaiah, 

on the other hand, is overwhelmed by the sense of size. 

The Lord is high and lifted up. His robe is so massive 

that its train, or perhaps even its hem, fills the entire 

temple. 

The mention of the temple confirms that this is God. 

Some think that Isaiah may have been at the temple in 
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Jerusalem when he received this vision. Isaiah was not 

a priest, so he could not have been inside the temple. 

But he could have been at the gate just outside the court 

of the priests. When the temple was first built by 

Solomon around 200 years beforehand, the glory of the 

Lord filled the building, demonstrating his presence 

with Israel. This vision reminded Isaiah that he was 

still there in all his greatness. But it is also possible that 

Isaiah may have witnessed the heavenly throne room 

on which the temple was based (cf. Heb 9). God is not 

just present in Israel, but everywhere. He rules over all. 

This was no human king. He transcended all earthly 

categories. In fact, his greatness is confirmed by what 

is happening around the throne. In verses 2-3, Isaiah 

says, 

Above him stood the seraphim. Each had six 

wings: with two he covered his face, and with 

two he covered his feet, and with two he flew. 

And one called to another and said: "Holy, 

holy, holy is the LORD of hosts; the whole 

earth is full of his glory!" 

The word seraphim could be translated as burning 

ones. Everything about these angelic creatures shows 

us the proper response of praise that God deserves. 



G O D  W I T H  U S  

 

110 

They cover their faces in respect, acknowledging their 

unworthiness to gaze upon him. They cover their feet 

to show their unworthiness to stand in his presence, yet 

they hover above the throne, drawn to his glory. They 

respond verbally, affirming that he is holy. That means 

that he is set apart from all creation. They repeat it 

three times for emphasis. No one is like him. He is 

Yahweh, the one true God, the commander of heavenly 

armies. 

The seraphim also speak of his relationship with the 

earth. They say that it is full of his glory, or some 

translations say the fullness of the earth is his glory. In 

other words, creation is an expression of his character. 

He brought the universe into existence to display his 

majesty and power. David makes this point in Psalm 

19:1 when he says, “The heavens declare the glory of 

God, and the sky above proclaims his handiwork.” In 

Romans 1:20, Paul says, “For his invisible attributes, 

namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been 

clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, 

in the things that have been made.” 

So, the holiness of God demands recognition and 

praise from every created thing. Like the seraphim, we 
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exist to recognize, acknowledge, affirm, and celebrate 

his glory. In John’s vision of the throne, he says that 

the angelic praises never cease (Rev 4:8), and it should 

be the same with us. We were designed to live God-

centered lives, devoting our minds, voices, and bodies 

to him in worship. That does not mean that we must 

lock ourselves away in a temple or a church.  

God has given us responsibilities to fulfill in this world. 

We are called to exalt him in our relationships, our 

work, our recreation, and even in how we eat and drink. 

He is on the throne of the universe. Is he on the throne 

of your heart? Do you live and speak for him? His 

holiness demands praise. 
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D e m a n d  2  

P u r i t y  

Facts can be unsettling, like when you read a city’s 

water quality report. We would like our water to be 

entirely pure, but municipalities cannot meet that 

standard. So, they set acceptable levels of various 

contaminants. But from time to time, those 

determinations change. What was acceptable twenty 

years ago might turn out to be a serious health hazard 

today. So, those standards are somewhat arbitrary.  

We do something similar when we evaluate our lives by 

our own standards. We look in the mirror and conclude 

that though we are not perfect, we are better than 
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others. But when you take away the mirror and view 

yourself from God’s perspective, you come to a 

different conclusion. The Prophet Habakkuk said that 

his eyes are too pure to look upon evil (Hab 1:13). 

Holiness demands perfect purity. 

In Isaiah 6:4-5, the prophet recounts how he came to 

this understanding. He says, 

And the foundations of the thresholds shook 

at the voice of him who called, and the house 

was filled with smoke. And I said: "Woe is 

me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean 

lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of 

unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, 

the LORD of hosts!" 

Isaiah does not explain the shaking or the smoke. The 

Prophet Amos spoke of God shaking the temple as an 

act of judgment, an expression of his wrath (Amos 

9:1ff.) Perhaps when something unclean is brought 

into proximity with his holiness, it becomes unstable. 

It begins to shake itself apart and burn up. Isaiah felt 

as if he himself were disintegrating, perishing. His life 

was lost, or some translations say undone.  



G O D  W I T H  U S  

 

114 

He became intensely aware of his own impurity. It 

might seem strange that he focused on his unclean lips, 

rather than his heart or his hands. But he had just 

heard the perfect praise of angelic beings who had 

never sinned. He felt that he should join their worship, 

but after seeing the Lord he realized that he could not 

say a single word that was fit for God to hear.  

His mouth was contaminated. He had used it to 

commit sin, as we all have, speaking hurtful and 

arrogant words. Isaiah was part of God’s chosen 

people, but he realized that none of them could offer 

acceptable worship to God. Of course, their mouths just 

expressed what was in their hearts. Jesus said, “But 

what comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, 

and this defiles a person” (Matt 15:18). 

In response to Isaiah’s confession, the Lord presented 

a solution. In verses 6-7, he says, 

Then one of the seraphim flew to me, having 

in his hand a burning coal that he had taken 

with tongs from the altar. And he touched my 

mouth and said: "Behold, this has touched 

your lips; your guilt is taken away, and your 

sin atoned for."  
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There is no other biblical account of anything like this. 

Under the Mosaic Law, atonement for sin came about 

through sacrificial offerings. An animal was 

slaughtered, and part of it or all of it, depending upon 

the type of offering, was burned on the bronze altar just 

outside the temple in the court of the priests. In this 

case the angel takes one of the burning coals from the 

altar and touches it to Isaiah’s lips. He does not seem 

to be injured by any of this. It was a vision, but the 

angel explains its significance. Isaiah’s guilt was taken 

away and his sin atoned for. He had been purified. 

What is the solution for our impurity? Those Old 

Testament animal sacrifices pointed forward to the 

death of Christ. Hebrews 10:14 says, “For by a single 

offering he has perfected for all time those who are 

being sanctified.” He is the perfect priest, and he 

offered up the perfect sacrifice, his own spotless life. 

But his sacrifice must be applied to our lives.  We must 

confess our sins as Isaiah did. We must believe in Jesus 

and use our lips to confess his Lordship. Romans 10:9 

says, “If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord 

and believe in your heart that God raised him from the 

dead, you will be saved.” 
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When the atoning work of Christ is applied to our lives, 

we are made pure. We can draw near to God without 

any shame. We can bring him the praise that he 

deserves and seek his help for the trials and 

temptations that we face. Hebrews 4:16 says, “Let us 

then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, 

that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in 

time of need.” 

Once we have been changed, we must resist the pull to 

go back to living and speaking the old ways. Both our 

deeds and our words should reflect our cleansing. 

Ephesians 5:4 says, “Let there be no filthiness nor 

foolish talk nor crude joking, which are out of place, but 

instead let there be thanksgiving.” Ephesians 4:29 says, 

“Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but 

only such as is good for building up, as fits the occasion, 

that it may give grace to those who hear.” Have you 

been cleansed through faith in Christ? If so, how are 

you using your mouth? Holiness demands praise and 

purity. 
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D e m a n d  3  

P r o c l a m a t i o n  

Everyone seems to be a loyal fan of someone or 

something—an athlete, a sports team, a musician, an 

actor, an author, a character, or even companies or 

politicians. We don’t hide our devotion. We proclaim 

it. We love to talk about it to whoever will listen, even 

more so if they share our passion for it. It becomes part 

of our identity—where we go, what we do, and how we 

dress.  

But fandom can blind us. We refuse to see the 

weaknesses, mistakes, failures, and sins of those for 

whom we cheer. We make excuses for them. We blame 
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others. We remain devoted despite their unworthiness. 

But in the Lord we find the one who is truly worthy of 

our devotion. 

His holiness demands praise, not just from us but from 

everyone. It demands purity, not just in our lives, but 

in everyone. So, holiness demands proclamation. 

Isaiah was quick to make this connection. In Isaiah 6:8, 

he tells us, 

And I heard the voice of the Lord saying, 

"Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?" 

Then I said, "Here I am! Send me." 

Isaiah volunteers to be God’s spokesman, his prophet, 

proclaiming his message. In a sense, his entire nation 

was called to be God’s representatives. In Exodus 19:5-

6, God told the people of Israel that they would be his 

treasured possession among all the peoples of the 

earth, a kingdom of priests, and a holy nation. They 

were supposed to show the world how great God is. But 

they kept drifting from that mission, so God raised up 

prophets like Isaiah to call them back to it.  

It is worth noting that the Lord speaks in the plural: 

“Who will go for us?” He did the same in Genesis 1:26, 

where he says, “Let us make man in our image.” Some 
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say that this is just a royal way of speaking. While that 

may be true, it may also point us toward the concept of 

the Trinity that we find in the New Testament. God is 

both one and three: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. In 

fact, the Apostle John quotes from this chapter in John 

12:40 and then adds in verse 41, “Isaiah said these 

things because he saw his glory and spoke of him.” In 

other words, John claimed that in this vision Isaiah 

beheld the glory of the Son of God prior to his 

incarnation. 

So, it should not surprise us that Jesus continued to 

enlist people for the mission of proclaiming God’s 

glory. Luke 24:46-47 tells us that he said, “Thus it is 

written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third 

day rise from the dead, and that repentance for the 

forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his name to 

all nations, beginning from Jerusalem.” 

This mission was not just for the apostles. It extends to 

every believer. Peter saw the church as fulfilling the 

same mission that God originally gave to Israel. In 1 

Peter 2:9, he said, “But you are a chosen race, a royal 

priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own 

possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of 
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him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous 

light.” 

God’s excellencies must be proclaimed! People need to 

hear of his holiness so that they will confess their sin. 

They need to hear of his mercy and grace by which he 

saves us from our sins. But many people are not 

receptive to this message. In fact, God tells Isaiah this 

will happen with the people of his generation, but he 

still wants him to deliver the message. In verses 9-10, 

Isaiah says, 

And he said, "Go, and say to this people: 

"'Keep on hearing, but do not understand; 

keep on seeing, but do not perceive.' Make 

the heart of this people dull, and their ears 

heavy, and blind their eyes; lest they see with 

their eyes, and hear with their ears, and 

understand with their hearts, and turn and 

be healed." 

The proclamation of God’s truth serves two purposes. 

It can open people’s eyes and save them from their sin. 

But as they ignore it, hearing it serves to harden their 

hearts. The Apostle Paul spoke of this dynamic in 2 

Corinthians 2:15-16 by saying, “For we are the aroma 

of Christ to God among those who are being saved and 
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among those who are perishing, to one a fragrance 

from death to death, to the other a fragrance from life 

to life. Who is sufficient for these things?” 

We might assume that the messenger has failed if the 

hearers reject the message, but that is not the case. God 

still uses that proclamation to accomplish his plan and 

purposes. In Isaiah 6:11-12, Isaiah says, 

Then I said, "How long, O Lord?" And he 

said: "Until cities lie waste without 

inhabitant, and houses without people, and 

the land is a desolate waste, and the LORD 

removes people far away, and the forsaken 

places are many in the midst of the land. 

God was going to drive the people of Israel and Judah 

out of the land into exile. Their rejection of Isaiah’s 

message would confirm God’s justice in punishing 

them. The fruit from Isaiah’s ministry would come long 

after his life. In verse 13, the Lord tells him,  

And though a tenth remain in it, it will be 

burned again, like a terebinth or an oak, 

whose stump remains when it is felled." The 

holy seed is its stump. 

There would be a remnant of believing people. Even 

after the exile they would continue to face fiery trials. 



G O D  W I T H  U S  

 

122 

They would return to the land and be oppressed by the 

Greeks and the Romans, but new life would sprout 

anew from that stump. The Son of God, the true seed, 

would one day come to his people. Isaiah’s message 

and the rejection he would face were all leading up to 

that great event. In fact, he will say more about it in the 

next chapter. 

Are you willing to face rejection in proclaiming God’s 

message? Whether people listen or not, God is still at 

work accomplishing his plan. His message must be 

proclaimed. His holiness demands it. 
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C o n c l u s i o n  

Do you see life from the perspective of the holiness of 

God? If so, then you understand the demand for praise, 

for purity, and for proclamation. But perhaps you have 

never applied any of these truths personally. Do you 

recognize your sinfulness? Have you confessed it to 

him? If you have never done so, would you seek 

forgiveness in Christ. Trust that he is the perfect 

sacrifice that we need.  If you want to learn more about 

how we draw near to God through his sacrifice, you 

could read Hebrews 10 in the New Testament. 

If you are a believer, have you strayed from this 

perspective? Do you need to refocus on the holiness of 

God? Are you filled with praise? Do your words reflect 

his purity? Is there something you could do to live a 

more God-centered life? Are you delivering God’s 

message to those who need to hear it? 

May our hearts be captured by the reality of his 

holiness! 
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Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. How does this chapter change your perspective 

on life? 

 

 

 

2. How are you honoring these demands in your 

life?  

 

 

 

3. How could you better honor these demands in 

your life this week? 
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6  

T R U S T I N G  I M M A N U E L  

I S A I A H  7 : 1 - 2 5  

When I was growing up, my family lived in the foothills 

of the San Gabriel mountains in Southern California. 

They stand like a wall north of Los Angeles, separating 

the city from the Mojave Desert. From our town, they 

looked like a two-dimensional backdrop. But if you 

journey up into those mountains, you find them to be 

much more complex. The range is 68 miles long and 22 

miles wide. Many of the hills only reach 4,000 feet, but 
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some peaks soar to more than twice that elevation. 

There are beautiful views, but also dangerous cliffs 

overlooking steep canyons. But you cannot see any of 

that looking up from the city. 

Biblical prophecy has a similar character. On the 

surface, God’s promises and plans can seem two-

dimensional, and some people reject them because of 

that. They cannot understand how such simple ideas 

like eternal life and the kingdom of God could ever 

address the complicated concerns of life in this world 

here and now. But when you explore God’s revelation, 

you find it to be complex, deep, and wide. He does not 

give us trite lessons to get us over the hump of our 

current crisis. He calls us to join him on an epic journey 

that stretches into eternity, leading us over peaks and 

through valleys. 

The opening chapters of the book of Isaiah reflect this 

contrast between the simple and the complex. Isaiah 

presents the basic idea that God is with us, but he 

shows a variety of ways that this truth applies to life. 

This message becomes more explicit in chapter 7, as he 

recounts his Immanuel prophecy, which is just one 
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part of his interaction with Ahaz, the king of Judah, 

during an intense national crisis. 

Isaiah confronts Ahaz with three reasons to trust God. 

He makes a compelling case, but Ahaz ignores him. Yet 

these arguments become even more compelling as we 

consider them in light of the ultimate fulfillment of the 

Immanuel prophecy. So, as we walk through this 

chapter, ask yourself, “Who do I trust when life is 

hard?”  
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R e a s o n  1  

G o d ’ s  P r o m i s e  

The right ingredients make all the difference. Mix one 

powdery substance with water, bake it, and you get 

light, fluffy bread. Mix another, chill it, and it becomes 

sweet, jiggly Jell-O. Mix a third, let it sit, and it hardens 

into cement to give you a solid place to stand. The 

promise of God is the ingredient we need in our lives. 

When combined with faith, it becomes the foundation 

for spiritual strength and stability, particularly in times 

of crisis. 

Isaiah introduces us to a crisis that King Ahaz and the 

people of Judah were facing. In Isaiah 7:1, he says, 
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In the days of Ahaz the son of Jotham, son of 

Uzziah, king of Judah, Rezin the king of Syria 

and Pekah the son of Remaliah the king of 

Israel came up to Jerusalem to wage war 

against it, but could not yet mount an attack 

against it.  

To understand this chapter, we need to sort out the 

names and places. The nation of Judah was in the 

south, and Jerusalem was its capital. King Ahaz was the 

son of Jotham and the grandson of Uzziah. Those two 

men were generally considered to be good kings, but 

we will see that Ahaz did not follow in their footsteps. 

Nevertheless, they were all descendants of King David, 

with whom God made a special covenant. We will come 

back to that in a moment. 

Israel was a sister nation to Judah. Both nations were 

descended from Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Their 

ancestors followed Moses out of Egypt, received the 

Law, and entered the promised land together. But ten 

of the tribes of Israel broke away from Judah around 

200 years earlier. Later in the chapter Isaiah uses the 

tribe of Ephraim as representative of the whole 

rebellious group. They had not experienced a 

continuity of leadership as Judah had. Pekah, the son 
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of Remaliah, was the latest usurper. He had been a 

captain in the army but killed the previous king and 

seized power 17 years before Ahaz became king in 

Judah. 

People and Places of Isaiah 7 

Nation Capital House King 

Judah Jerusalem David Ahaz 

Israel (Ephraim) Samaria Remaliah Pekah 

Syria Damascus  Rezin 

Assyria Nineveh  Tiglath-Pileser 

 

In addition to Judah and Israel, we need to know about 

two other nations that were not related to them. Syria 

was the nation to the north of Israel. Their capital then 

and now is Damascus. At that time, they were ruled by 

a king named Rezin. But they were threatened by the 

growing power of Assyria located across the Euphrates 

River to the east in what is currently northern Iraq. 

Their capital was Nineveh, and their king was Tiglath-

Pileser. 

So, to stand against Assyria, Syria and Israel formed an 

alliance. In fact, their partnership began before Ahaz 
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became king (2 Ki 15:37). They needed the resources 

and manpower that Judah could provide. They would 

also be surrounded if Judah formed an alliance with 

Assyria. Ahaz’s father, Jotham, would not join them, so 

after Jotham’s death they attacked Judah to pressure 

the young new king into cooperating. If he refused, they 

planned to replace him with someone else.  

Isaiah says that they could not mount an attack on 

Jerusalem. The city’s location made it relatively easy to 

defend. But 2 Chronicles 28 tells us that at some point 

in the conflict 120,000 troops from Judah were killed 

and many others were taken captive. So, from a human 

perspective the initial response from Ahaz and his 

people, recorded in Isaiah 7:2, was not unreasonable. 

Isaiah says, 

When the house of David was told, "Syria is 

in league with Ephraim," the heart of Ahaz 

and the heart of his people shook as the trees 

of the forest shake before the wind. 

But they did not need to tremble with fear. They were 

God’s chosen people. So, while the king was out 

checking Jerusalem’s water supply to prepare for an 

attack, God sent Isaiah to meet him. Verse 3 tells us, 



G O D  W I T H  U S  

 

132 

And the LORD said to Isaiah, "Go out to meet 

Ahaz, you and Shear-jashub your son, at the 

end of the conduit of the upper pool on the 

highway to the Washer's Field.  

We are not told how old Isaiah’s son was, but his 

strange name was a message of both judgment and 

hope. Shear-jashub means, “A remnant shall return.” 

From the very beginning of Isaiah’s ministry, he came 

to understand that God was going to bring judgment 

upon Judah for ignoring him. They would be led into 

exile, but the nation would not be destroyed.  A faithful 

remnant would survive. God had made a covenant 

promise, all the way back in the time of Abraham that 

he would bless and protect them. Moses revealed that 

God would ultimately exalt them over all the other 

nations of the earth. Nothing will stop the Lord from 

fulfilling his promise. 

So, God had clear instructions for Isaiah to deliver to 

Ahaz. Verse 4 tells us, 

And say to him, 'Be careful, be quiet, do not 

fear, and do not let your heart be faint 

because of these two smoldering stumps of 

firebrands, at the fierce anger of Rezin and 

Syria and the son of Remaliah. 
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Isaiah was speaking to the most powerful man in 

Judah, but he was delivering a message from the king 

of the universe. So, the prophet does not hesitate to 

rattle off four terse commands. First, he says to be 

careful, take heed, listen up. God is speaking. Next, he 

tells him to be quiet, be still, stop running around in a 

panic. Then he says do not fear, and do not let your 

heart be faint. 

From God’s perspective, these two kings are nothing 

more than smoldering stumps. They cannot burn down 

his plans. They are not worthy of such an emotional 

reaction. If that is how God regards an impending 

attack from two powerful nations, imagine what he 

thinks about the concerns that trouble us. 

The Lord reveals the plan of these kings and declares 

that it will fail. In verses 5-7, he says, 

Because Syria, with Ephraim and the son of 

Remaliah, has devised evil against you, 

saying, "Let us go up against Judah and 

terrify it, and let us conquer it for ourselves, 

and set up the son of Tabeel as king in the 

midst of it," thus says the Lord GOD: "'It 

shall not stand, and it shall not come to pass. 



G O D  W I T H  U S  

 

134 

 

Their plan was directly opposed to God’s covenant with 

King David. He had promised that one of David’s 

descendants would rule forever (2 Sam 7:13). We do 

not know who this son of Tabeel was, but he had no 

connection to the house of David. God would certainly 

not allow these men to derail his plans. Verses 8-9 tell 

us that he said, 

For the head of Syria is Damascus, and the 

head of Damascus is Rezin. And within sixty-

five years Ephraim will be shattered from 

being a people. And the head of Ephraim is 

Samaria, and the head of Samaria is the son 

of Remaliah. If you are not firm in faith, you 

will not be firm at all.'" 

In other words, Syria and Israel were no stronger than 

their capitals. Those cities were no stronger than their 

rulers, and those kings were just ordinary men. The 

Lord says that the northern kingdom would cease to 

exist within 65 years, and that was exactly what 

happened. Assyria invaded the country within a year. 

About a decade later they destroyed the capital and 

deported many of the people. Around 65 years later, 

they settled foreigners in the land, the ancestors of the 
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Samaritans that we hear about during the time of 

Christ. 

So, this prophetic message was supposed to assure 

King Ahaz that God’s sovereign plan for the nation was 

reliable. Trusting his promise would enable Ahaz and 

his people to stand firm, and the same is true for us. We 

stand upon the promise of salvation in Christ which is 

another development of God’s original covenant 

promises to Abraham. In Romans 8:28, Paul assures 

us, “And we know that for those who love God all things 

work together for good, for those who are called 

according to his purpose.” Is that your source of 

strength? No matter what circumstances come your 

way, be careful, be quiet, do not fear, nor let your heart 

be faint. We can trust God because of his promise. 
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R e a s o n  2  

G o d ’ s  S i g n s  

We should trust God solely because of his promise. But 

he recognizes the weakness of our faith, so he 

sometimes provides signs as confirmation. Some signs 

are miraculous, like the plagues that God brought upon 

Egypt during the time of Moses. But others are just 

reminders. After God flooded the earth in the time of 

Noah, he promised that he would never do so again. He 

then selected the rainbow as a sign. Abraham was 

commanded to circumcise his descendants as a 

reminder of God’s promise to him. Resting on the 

Sabbath was required under the Old Testament Law to 
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remind the people of Israel of God’s promises in the 

Mosaic Covenant.  

God does something very unusual for King Ahaz. He 

invites him to request a sign. There are a few occasions 

in the Bible when people who struggle to trust God ask 

him for signs. The book of Judges tells us that Gideon 

did that, asking for a fleece to be dry when the ground 

was wet with dew and wet when the ground was dry. 

But with Ahaz, God wants him to choose. Isaiah 7:10-

12 tells us, 

Again the LORD spoke to Ahaz: "Ask a sign 

of the LORD your God; let it be deep as Sheol 

or high as heaven." But Ahaz said, "I will not 

ask, and I will not put the LORD to the test." 

This sounds like a humble response. Ahaz seems to be 

obeying Deuteronomy 6:16, which says, “You shall not 

put the Lord your God to the test.” But in this case, God 

was telling him to ask for a sign, and he refused. The 

king did not want proof of God’s plan. Apparently, he 

had plans of his own. We will return to that thought in 

a moment.  For now, we need to see that this response 

from Ahaz offended God. Isaiah 7:13-14 tells us,  
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And he said, "Hear then, O house of David! 

Is it too little for you to weary men, that you 

weary my God also? Therefore the Lord 

himself will give you a sign. Behold, the 

virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and 

shall call his name Immanuel. 

Matthew quotes this passage in his Gospel and says 

that Mary’s pregnancy with Jesus fulfilled what the 

Lord had spoken by the prophet (Matt 1:22-23). The 

Gospels are clear that Mary’s conception was 

supernatural. God miraculously formed a child in her 

womb, even though she had never had a sexual 

relationship. Luke 1:35 says that the angel told her that 

the child would be called the Son of God. He was and is 

Immanuel in the fullest sense, God incarnate. 

But that fulfillment raises several questions. How could 

an event over 700 years later serve as a sign to Ahaz? 

Was there some sort of double fulfillment? If so, was 

there a miraculous conception during Isaiah’s time? In 

what sense, could that child be called Immanuel? 

Isaiah 1:15-16 is clear that there would be some sort of 

immediate fulfillment. It speaks of the child and says, 

He shall eat curds and honey when he knows 

how to refuse the evil and choose the good. 
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For before the boy knows how to refuse the 

evil and choose the good, the land whose two 

kings you dread will be deserted. 

In other words, a boy will be born and rather than 

living under siege in Jerusalem with a lack of food, he 

will enjoy the blessing of the land that flows with milk 

and honey. To understand the full scope of this 

Immanuel prophecy, we must consider all that Isaiah 

tells us in chapters 8-12, and we will do that as we 

continue through the book. But to summarize, chapter 

8 tells us that Isaiah has another son through natural 

means. Israel and Syria would be defeated by Assyria 

before he was old enough to cry mother or father. So, 

the idea of Immanuel, God with us, would be 

confirmed. 

But Isaiah does not stop with that immediate 

fulfillment. In chapter 9, he looks forward to another 

child who will reign on David’s throne and will bring 

unending peace. He says that this king will be called 

Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, 

Prince of Peace. He will be Immanuel in the fullest 

sense. In chapter 11, he says that this future Davidic 
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king will restore creation itself to the perfect harmony 

that it had before the fall of man. 

The Immanuel prophecy encompasses all of this. God 

was with Israel. He made his presence known to them 

by protecting them in Isaiah’s day, and he would hold 

Ahaz accountable for not responding to such a clear 

sign. But he was present in an even greater way through 

the miraculous birth of Jesus.  

The virgin birth stands as a sign for us that Jesus is the 

Son of God who alone can save us from our sins, and 

who will one day return to reign as king. In addition to 

the miracle of the virgin birth, God has also given us 

further proof in the resurrection of Jesus. Are you 

willing to accept those signs? Do they lead you to rely 

upon God alone? You can trust because of his promise 

and his signs. 
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R e a s o n  3  

G o d ’ s  W a r n i n g  

There are inherent dangers in misplaced trust.  

Whenever I got a helium balloon as a child, I wondered 

if it could help me fly. I would jump off curbs, hoping 

that it would hold me up a little bit. On a few occasions 

I tried something higher, like a short wall. Thankfully, 

I never tried anything taller than that. That would be 

ridiculously foolish. Balloons are not trustworthy for 

saving your life in a fall. 

We should outgrow such foolish ideas, but we must 

acknowledge that we continue to place our trust in 

things that are not reliable. We lean upon our wisdom, 
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our plans, our strength, and our wealth, when we 

should be trusting in God. King Ahaz chose to place his 

faith in the Assyrians. It is not clear whether his 

alliance with them began prior to this conflict with 

Israel and Syria, or soon after. But in response to their 

attack, 2 Kings 16:7 tells us,  

“So Ahaz sent messengers to Tiglath-pileser 

king of Assyria, saying, ‘I am your servant 

and your son. Come up and rescue me from 

the hand of the king of Syria and from the 

hand of the king of Israel, who are attacking 

me.’” 

This seems like a shrewd political move, but it had 

religious implications. His message conveyed a sense 

of devotion that should have been reserved for the 

Lord. He took silver and gold from God’s temple and 

sent it along with this request. After the Assyrians 

captured Damascus, Ahaz surprisingly began to 

worship the gods of Syria, the losers. He had a replica 

of one of their altars installed in the temple. He also 

built other altars to various gods around Jerusalem and 

led the people of Judah into idolatry.  

The danger of such misplaced trust should have been 

obvious. In fact, Isaiah made it very clear to Ahaz in 
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Isaiah 7:17. Judah would be rescued from Syria and 

Israel. The child would eat curds and honey, but then 

Isaiah says, 

The LORD will bring upon you and upon 

your people and upon your father's house 

such days as have not come since the day that 

Ephraim departed from Judah--the king of 

Assyria!" 

This alliance would backfire. It would be as bad as the 

time when Judah and Israel split apart. Assyria would 

become a tool of judgment in the Lord’s hands. In 

verses 18-19, Isaiah describes their invasion with a 

series of pictures. First, he says, 

In that day the LORD will whistle for the fly 

that is at the end of the streams of Egypt, and 

for the bee that is in the land of Assyria. And 

they will all come and settle in the steep 

ravines, and in the clefts of the rocks, and on 

all the thornbushes, and on all the pastures. 

God himself will call foreign troops to swarm the land. 

They will bring devastation everywhere. Isaiah likens 

them to a razor. In verse 20 he says, 

In that day the Lord will shave with a razor 

that is hired beyond the River--with the king 
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of Assyria--the head and the hair of the feet, 

and it will sweep away the beard also. 

Ahaz looked to the Assyrians for salvation, but they will 

strip the nation and leave them naked. Yet there will 

still be a remnant for whom God will provide. They will 

still know some degree of blessing in the land that flows 

with milk and honey. In verses 21 and 22, Isaiah says, 

In that day a man will keep alive a young cow 

and two sheep, and because of the 

abundance of milk that they give, he will eat 

curds, for everyone who is left in the land will 

eat curds and honey. 

A few faithful individuals will survive, but the land 

itself will suffer. In verses 23-25, Isaiah says, 

In that day every place where there used to 

be a thousand vines, worth a thousand 

shekels of silver, will become briers and 

thorns. With bow and arrows a man will 

come there, for all the land will be briers and 

thorns. And as for all the hills that used to be 

hoed with a hoe, you will not come there for 

fear of briers and thorns, but they will 

become a place where cattle are let loose and 

where sheep tread. 
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This devastation at the hands of Assyria began after 

Ahaz died. His son, Hezekiah, led a national revival, 

turning people back to the Lord. But the Assyrians 

invaded and laid siege to Jerusalem. Because Hezekiah 

and his people trusted the Lord, he spared them for a 

while. But subsequent generations rebelled, and they 

were ultimately led into exile by the Babylonians. 

The basic lesson of this story is repeated throughout 

the Old Testament. Only God is worthy of our trust. 

When we rely upon someone or something in place of 

him, it will only hurt us in the long run. The New 

Testament warns us that our eternal destiny is at stake. 

We must trust Immanuel. Jesus alone can save. 

But sometimes we try to trust him for eternal salvation, 

while relying upon our own plans for everything else.  

Isn’t that what James has in mind when he speaks 

about the double-minded man who is unstable in all his 

ways. In James 1:7, he says, “For that person must not 

suppose that he will receive anything from the Lord.” 

Misplaced trust is dangerous! Don’t be fooled! 
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C o n c l u s i o n  

So, we have these three compelling reasons to trust the 

Lord alone. First, his promise of salvation runs 

throughout the Bible from beginning to end. Those 

who believe will enjoy his blessing forever in eternity. 

Then, we have the signs that he has given along the way 

to demonstrate that he is powerful and to remind us 

that he is with us. Finally, we have his warning that 

misplaced trust will ultimately lead to destruction. 

Who have you been trusting? If you have never truly 

done so, I invite you to start relying upon God. Accept 

his existence and his wisdom. Learn the truth of his 

promises. Begin to follow his Son, Jesus, as your Lord 

and Savior. If you want to learn more about why Jesus 

came, I encourage you to read the first chapter of 

Matthew’s Gospel where he mentions the Immanuel 

prophecy. 

If you are following Christ, has your faith become 

divided? Perhaps you need to refocus your trust in God. 

Cast your cares upon him in prayer. Find rest in the 

goodness of his sovereign purpose for our lives. 

Perhaps there is someone in your life who needs some 
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extra encouragement to trust God. Would you speak 

the truth as Isaiah did? 

May God complete what is lacking in our faith! 
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Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. Who or what are you tempted to rely upon in 

place of God? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these reasons do you find most 

compelling? Why? 

 

 

 

3. What other reasons for trusting God would you 

add to this list? 
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7  

T H E  P R O P H E T I C  L I F E  

I S A I A H  8 : 1 - 2 2  

Some of us have a deep love, if not a compulsion, for 

organization. We feel that everything should have its 

logical place with clear boundaries. We are always 

trying to make our world more orderly and 

manageable. This mindset applies not just to objects, 

but to activities. We often draw clear lines between 

family and work, recreation, and religion. But life is 

never that tidy. 
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In fact, there is a serious flaw in this approach to life. 

God wants more than a few hours on Sunday. We are 

called to love him with all our heart, soul, mind, and 

strength. True devotion to him must cross every 

boundary to be expressed in every box.  

As our Creator, the Lord has every right to demand this 

devotion from us, but he also deserves it because of the 

love and grace that he has shown. Since Jesus died to 

give us eternal life, shouldn’t we use all our time here 

and now to honor him? In Philippians 1:27, Paul says 

let your manner of life be worthy of the gospel. The 

New Testament is clear that the message of the gospel 

must shape every part of a believer’s life, including 

family, work, and recreation. 

But the gospel is not just a New Testament message. Its 

roots extend all the way back to the garden of Eden 

when God promised that the seed of the woman would 

bruise the serpent’s head (Gen 3:15). We hear it in 

God’s covenant promise to Abraham and his 

descendants. It is foreshadowed in the Old Testament 

Law and its sacrificial system. Its goals are revealed in 

the visions that the prophets received of the future. So, 
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the people of Israel were supposed to be shaped by 

God’s promise, but they often ignored it. 

The prophets were called by God to confront this 

hypocrisy. They also modeled this kind of devotion in 

how they lived. Their lives were shaped by the message 

they received and proclaimed. The prophet Isaiah does 

not say much about his personal life, but we have 

gleaned a few insights thus far in our study that I have 

called “God with Us.”  

In chapter 6, he recounts his vision of God on his 

throne, high and lifted up with angelic beings declaring 

his holiness. In response, Isaiah confessed himself to 

be a man of unclean lips, but the Lord provided 

cleansing. So, when the Lord sought someone to 

deliver his message, Isaiah said, “Here I am! Send me!” 

In chapter 7, he recounts his bold confrontation with 

Ahaz, the king of Judah. Israel and Syria were 

preparing to attack Jerusalem, but he called the king to 

trust God. He even told the king to ask for a sign, but 

he refused. So, verses 14-16, tell us that Isaiah made 

this proclamation: 
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Therefore the Lord himself will give you a 

sign. Behold, the virgin shall conceive and 

bear a son, and shall call his name 

Immanuel. He shall eat curds and honey 

when he knows how to refuse the evil and 

choose the good. For before the boy knows 

how to refuse the evil and choose the good, 

the land whose two kings you dread will be 

deserted. 

Chapter 8 helps us begin to understand the fulfillment 

of this prophecy, but it also suggests that Isaiah 

experienced five consequences from delivering this 

message. These experiences are shared by all the 

prophets. They are characteristics of the prophetic life. 

We may not receive revelations from God as Isaiah and 

the other prophets did, but the gospel message that we 

believe should impact our lives in the same ways. New 

Testament teaching confirms that every follower of 

Jesus must be prepared to accept each of these 

consequences. As we walk through Isaiah 8, consider 

whether these things are true of you. 
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C o n s e q u e n c e  1  

I d e n t i f i e d  b y  t h e  M e s s a g e  

Your identity involves more than your name. If a lot of 

people know your parents, they might recognize you by 

your family Some might remember you by your job—

the teacher, the plumber, or the car salesman. Your 

hobby might even be the connection people 

remember—the quilter, the runner, or the hunter. But 

if you believe and proclaim God’s message, that should 

be the defining characteristic of your identity. 

The message of Isaiah’s Immanuel prophecy was 

probably delivered to King Ahaz in relative privacy. A 

few guards or court officials may have been present. 
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But God calls Isaiah to make his prediction more 

public. In Isaiah 8:1-2, he tells us, 

Then the LORD said to me, "Take a large 

tablet and write on it in common characters, 

'Belonging to Maher-shalal-hash-baz.' And I 

will get reliable witnesses, Uriah the priest 

and Zechariah the son of Jeberechiah, to 

attest for me." 

Maher-shalal-hash-baz means, “The spoil speeds, the 

prey hastens.” The phrase summarizes Isaiah’s 

confrontational message to the king. Israel and Syria 

would be quickly destroyed, but Judah’s existence 

would be threatened if they made a foolish alliance 

with the Assyrians.  

Isaiah was to write this slogan on a large tablet. A literal 

reading is that he was to do it with a man’s pen, or as 

the ESV says in common characters, a script that 

everyone could read. So, this tablet was probably 

displayed publicly at the temple or even outside 

Isaiah’s home. Everyone would know Isaiah’s message. 

The tablet was even supposed to be notarized by 

witnesses. So, this sign would serve as a test to confirm 

whether Isaiah was a true prophet. To make this 
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confirmation credible, God selects who are not 

supporters of Isaiah. Zechariah is probably the father-

in-law of King Ahaz, and Uriah later cooperates with 

Ahaz in setting up a Syrian altar in the Temple. They 

were allies of the king in his idolatrous agenda, but 

their seal on this tablet would confirm that Isaiah 

declared this prophecy before the events came to pass. 

Isaiah’s identification with this message goes even 

deeper. In verses 3-4, he tells us, 

And I went to the prophetess, and she 

conceived and bore a son. Then the LORD 

said to me, "Call his name Maher-shalal-

hash-baz; for before the boy knows how to 

cry 'My father' or 'My mother,' the wealth of 

Damascus and the spoil of Samaria will be 

carried away before the king of Assyria." 

The Hebrew word that Isaiah used to speak of drawing 

near to this woman is sometimes a euphemism for sex, 

and that seems to be the idea here. He probably calls 

her a prophetess simply because she is his wife. She 

becomes pregnant and gives birth to a son. Then the 

Lord commands that this boy be given the name, “The 

spoil speeds, the prey hastens.” Isaiah is so identified 

with this message that the development of his child 
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becomes the timeline for the destruction of Damascus 

in Syria, and Samaria in Israel. 

Is this child the one described in the Immanuel 

prophecy from chapter 7? Yes and no. His birth is 

undoubtedly the promised sign of Syria and Israel’s 

defeat, but his conception does not seem to be 

supernatural. In fact, we learned in chapter 7 that 

Isaiah already had a son named Shear-jashub, a 

remnant shall return. To fit this second son into the 

Immanuel prophecy, some have argued that Isaiah’s 

first wife died and that this prophetess was a virgin 

whom he just married. But there is no support for this 

view. Furthermore, the child is not called Immanuel. 

His birth was a sign that God was present and active 

with his people, but we will see in chapters 9-12 that 

God has much more planned for the true Immanuel. 

Here in chapter 8, however, the focus remains on 

Isaiah and his family. Down in verse 18, he speaks of 

himself and his children as signs and portents for Israel 

from the Lord of Hosts. He did not just receive and 

deliver God’s message. He and his children were the 

message, and the same can be said of those who follow 

Jesus. 
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We may not have prophetic names, but when you 

become a Christian, you confess that Jesus is Lord. You 

publicly identify with him through baptism. You take 

his name upon yourself. In fact, in Colossians 3:17, Paul 

says, “And whatever you do, in word or deed, do 

everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks 

to God the Father through him.” 

Is that how you think about yourself, identified by the 

true Immanuel, Jesus Christ, and his gospel? Or does 

something else define you? We should be identified by 

our Lord and his message. 

  



G O D  W I T H  U S  

 

158 

C o n s e q u e n c e  2  

B u r d e n e d  b y  t h e  M e s s a g e  

The Hoover Dam spans the Colorado River along the 

border of Arizona and Nevada. When it was built in the 

1930s, it was the largest concrete structure ever made. 

It rises 726 feet above its foundation rock. In fact, that 

much concrete could pave a 16-foot-wide-highway all 

the way from San Francisco to New York City. The dam 

can restrain almost 8 cubic miles of water in the Lake 

Mead reservoir. But that volume of water creates 

intense pressure at the base of the dam, over 300 

pounds per square inch. If it ever failed, the flooding 

downstream would be catastrophic. 
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The Lord used a similar picture to illustrate the 

destruction that would come upon Judah at the hands 

of the Assyrians. In Isaiah 8:5-7, Isaiah tells us, 

The LORD spoke to me again: "Because this 

people has refused the waters of Shiloah that 

flow gently, and rejoice over Rezin and the 

son of Remaliah, therefore, behold, the Lord 

is bringing up against them the waters of the 

River, mighty and many, the king of Assyria 

and all his glory. 

Shiloah seems to be the name of a spring in Jerusalem, 

but the Lord contrasts its gentle waters with the mighty 

Euphrates River in Assyria. As we learned in chapter 7, 

Jerusalem was under threat of attack from Rezin, king 

of Syria, and Pekah the son of Remaliah, king of Israel. 

But rather than trusting God to sustain them, King 

Ahaz was relying upon the Assyrians. He formed an 

alliance with them. As punishment for his refusal to 

trust the Lord, God was going to bring the Assyrians 

against Judah and Jerusalem. In verses 7 and 8, he 

describes their attack coming upon the nation like a 

flood. He says, 

And it will rise over all its channels and go 

over all its banks, and it will sweep on into 
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Judah, it will overflow and pass on, reaching 

even to the neck, and its outspread wings will 

fill the breadth of your land, O Immanuel." 

In chapter 7, Isaiah delivered God’s warning about 

Assyria to king Ahaz. But here in chapter 8, he does not 

mention an audience for this message. The Lord was 

speaking to Isaiah, but he addressed his message to 

Immanuel. He might have been talking to Maher-

shalal-hash-baz, but he speaks of the land as belonging 

to Immanuel. So, this seems to be someone far greater 

than Isaiah’s son. Perhaps God the Father was 

speaking to His Son, the true Immanuel who would 

later be born of a virgin. 

God’s message is that the dam would break. The 

Assyrians would flood the land neck deep. Imagine the 

burden Isaiah must have felt as he heard this. He had 

warned Ahaz of the danger, but the king refused to 

listen. The knowledge of that coming flood must have 

weighed down Isaiah’s heart, yet the burden is even 

heavier for New Testament believers. Isaiah warned of 

a coming invasion, but our message carries a warning 

of eternal punishment for those who refuse to listen. 
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Paul expressed this burden of the gospel in Romans 

9:1-3 by saying, 

I am speaking the truth in Christ--I am not 

lying; my conscience bears me witness in the 

Holy Spirit--that I have great sorrow and 

unceasing anguish in my heart. For I could 

wish that I myself were accursed and cut off 

from Christ for the sake of my brothers, my 

kinsmen according to the flesh. 

We know the message that God uses to set people free 

and to grant them eternal life. That should give us a 

sense of urgency in praying for people and speaking to 

them. It should fill us with compassion. Do you feel 

that kind of burden for those who are lost? 
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C o n s e q u e n c e  3  

C o n f i d e n c e  f r o m  t h e  M e s s a g e  

Some structures are obviously flimsy. Many years ago, 

I built a fort for my kids in our backyard. At least we 

called it that. It was more of a shack. I did not have any 

real plan, I just started screwing scraps of wood 

together until it was stable enough for them to climb 

around on it. Real buildings, however, are carefully 

designed and built using durable materials like steel 

and concrete. But even the strongest structure will 

shatter when it meets the force of a wrecking ball or an 

explosion. 
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The kingdom of Judah, as compared to other nations 

in Isaiah’s time, was stronger than a shack but it was by 

no means a carefully constructed superpower. Egypt 

possessed that level of strength, and the Assyrians were 

developing it. But God can exert the kind of force that 

shatters empires. He did it to Egypt seven hundred 

years earlier during the Exodus. After the plagues, they 

were forced to withdraw from the world’s stage for a 

few generations. God could do the same to the 

Assyrians. 

So, in response to God’s message about the land being 

flooded with Assyrians, Isaiah expresses his complete 

confidence in the Lord. In verses 9 and 10, he says, 

Be broken, you peoples, and be shattered; 

give ear, all you far countries; strap on your 

armor and be shattered; strap on your armor 

and be shattered. Take counsel together, but 

it will come to nothing; speak a word, but it 

will not stand, for God is with us. 

To our ears it sounds strange to say “peoples” in the 

plural. In fact, the King James Version uses the 

singular, but the Hebrew term is plural. Isaiah is 

addressing all the nations, all the people groups of the 

world. He calls them to prepare for battle, strapping on 
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armor and planning their strategy. But such efforts are 

all futile if God stands against them. He is the ultimate 

force.  

In Hebrew, that final phrase in verse 10 is Immanuel. 

Isaiah may have been speaking of the power of God’s 

presence with Israel. He is sovereign over all the 

nations of the earth. But in chapter 9, he speaks about 

a coming king who will rule the world. So, perhaps he 

was thinking here of Psalm 2:8-9 where God speaks to 

the Messiah and says, 

“Ask of me, and I will make the nations your 

heritage, and the ends of the earth your 

possession. You shall break them with a rod 

of iron and dash them in pieces like a potter's 

vessel." 

The New Testament links this display of power to the 

return of Jesus Christ. The kings of the world will be 

united under the leadership of the beast, the Antichrist. 

But Revelation 19:15 speaks of Christ and says,  

“From his mouth comes a sharp sword with 

which to strike down the nations, and he will 

rule them with a rod of iron. He will tread the 

winepress of the fury of the wrath of God the 

Almighty.” 
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If Immanuel has that kind of power, then why would 

we ever feel threatened? Why would we be afraid of 

anything? Jesus warned his followers that they would 

face persecution. But Matthew 10:28-31 tells us that he 

said, 

And do not fear those who kill the body but 

cannot kill the soul. Rather fear him who can 

destroy both soul and body in hell. Are not 

two sparrows sold for a penny? And not one 

of them will fall to the ground apart from 

your Father. But even the hairs of your head 

are all numbered. Fear not, therefore; you 

are of more value than many sparrows. 

The message of God should give us complete 

confidence.  When we are tempted to worry, we must 

keep looking back to him and his Word. 
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C o n s e q u e n c e  4  

S e t  A p a r t  b y  t h e  M e s s a g e  

God created us to love stories. More than a form of 

entertainment, it is how we make sense of the world 

and our place in it. The problem, however, is that 

people can look at the same events and construct 

radically different stories. But when you hear and 

accept God’s message it should begin to define your 

story. It should change your view of the past, present, 

and future. It should determine what you value, how 

you live, and where you are headed. So, the story of 

God’s message should set us apart from those who 

don’t know it. 
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In Isaiah 8:11-13, the prophet tells us how the Lord 

made this lesson clear to him. He says, 

For the LORD spoke thus to me with his 

strong hand upon me, and warned me not to 

walk in the way of this people, saying: "Do 

not call conspiracy all that this people calls 

conspiracy, and do not fear what they fear, 

nor be in dread. But the LORD of hosts, him 

you shall honor as holy. Let him be your fear, 

and let him be your dread. 

In sixty-six chapters, this is the only place where Isaiah 

speaks of the strong hand of the Lord. It is a phrase that 

Moses used several times to describe how God 

sovereignly worked in the Exodus. Isaiah recognized 

that the Lord had chosen him for this role and had set 

him on an entirely different path from most of his 

fellow countrymen. 

The same can be said of every believer. Ephesians 1:4 

tells us that God chose us in Christ before the 

foundation of the world. But we do not turn to him in 

faith until he intervenes in our lives with his strong 

hand. It is then that we realize that we are part of a 

different story. 
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The immediate issue for Isaiah related to conspiracy 

theories. When we have limited information, fear leads 

us to imagine the worst-case scenario. In his day, the 

people of Judah were afraid of Syria and Israel. So, 

when Isaiah told Ahaz to trust the Lord rather than 

making an alliance with the Assyrians, some people 

probably accused him of working for Syria and Israel. 

What better way to weaken your enemy than to pay off 

a prophet to put them at ease with false assurances? Of 

course, the other side probably had their own 

conspiracy theory. Some things never change. 

But Isaiah’s understanding of God was supposed to set 

him apart from such speculation. He was not supposed 

to fear all that these people feared. He had witnessed 

the holiness of God high and lifted up on his throne. He 

was supposed to fear the Lord alone, and the same is 

true for us. As we saw a moment ago, it is this fear of 

God that gives us true confidence. Nothing is outside of 

his control. 

God will play one of two roles in your story. In verses 

14-15 the Lord describes himself by saying, 

And he will become a sanctuary and a stone 

of offense and a rock of stumbling to both 
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houses of Israel, a trap and a snare to the 

inhabitants of Jerusalem. And many shall 

stumble on it. They shall fall and be broken; 

they shall be snared and taken." 

If God is your sanctuary, then you have nothing to fear. 

Whatever happens in this world, your future is secure. 

But if God is not your sanctuary, then he is your biggest 

problem. He deserves to be trusted, and when you 

don’t do that, you place yourself at odds with him. He 

will bring about your downfall. In the short-term, he 

may bring trials to humble you and lead you to 

repentance. But those who continue to resist will 

ultimately fall into his judgment. 

Which role is God playing in your story? Is he both your 

fear and your sanctuary? God’s message should set us 

apart. 
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C o n s e q u e n c e  5  

E n l i g h t e n e d  b y  t h e  M e s s a g e  

Finding your way in the dark is frustrating. No matter 

how careful you are, you are bound to stumble over 

something. So, when you have a light to guide your 

way, you hold onto it tightly. You don’t set it aside or 

leave it behind.  

The message of God enlightens us in a similar way, so 

we should cling to it. Isaiah 8:16-18 tells us, 

Bind up the testimony; seal the teaching 

among my disciples. I will wait for the LORD, 

who is hiding his face from the house of 

Jacob, and I will hope in him. Behold, I and 
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the children whom the LORD has given me 

are signs and portents in Israel from the 

LORD of hosts, who dwells on Mount Zion. 

It is not clear who is speaking in verse 16. It could be 

the Lord’s command to Isaiah to teach the truth to a 

group of disciples. But in Hebrew, verse 17 begins with 

the word “and,” so that would make verse 16 part of 

Isaiah’s response. Perhaps he was giving these 

commands to his disciples. They must preserve the 

teaching that God had revealed to Isaiah along with the 

Law and the other biblical writings that already existed. 

Lest they have any doubts, Isaiah declares his personal 

commitment to God in verse 17. He is waiting for the 

Lord to accomplish his plan. God will hide his face and 

allow his people to experience severe trials, but Isaiah 

is not giving up hope. He believes the message that God 

has revealed through him and his children. 

But Isaiah also knows that the people of Judah do not 

share his conviction. So, in verses 19-20, he warns his 

disciples, 

And when they say to you, "Inquire of the 

mediums and the necromancers who chirp 

and mutter," should not a people inquire of 
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their God? Should they inquire of the dead 

on behalf of the living? To the teaching and 

to the testimony! If they will not speak 

according to this word, it is because they 

have no dawn. 

Some people will believe anything rather than listening 

to God. There were people then as now that claimed to 

communicate with the dead. Isaiah mockingly says that 

these frauds put on a show with muttering and 

chirping. They deliver vague messages that people 

want to hear. But Isaiah calls his disciples to hold to the 

teaching and the testimony from God. Those who 

refuse to rely upon his word have no dawn. In other 

words, they choose to live in darkness rather than the 

light. 

As a result of this refusal to listen to God, such people 

will live darkened lives. In verses 21-22, Isaiah says, 

They will pass through the land, greatly 

distressed and hungry. And when they are 

hungry, they will be enraged and will speak 

contemptuously against their king and their 

God, and turn their faces upward. And they 

will look to the earth, but behold, distress 

and darkness, the gloom of anguish. And 

they will be thrust into thick darkness. 
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This is how those who reject God will fare during 

Judah’s trials. It is not that their conditions will 

necessarily be worse than others, but they have no hope 

to sustain them. Rather than humbly taking 

responsibility for the nation’s plight, they will lash out 

at the king and at God. They will see no light, only 

darkness in life. The last phrase in verse 22, might even 

point to the darkness they will experience for eternity. 

So, we must not take God’s revelation for granted. Keep 

looking to the teaching about God and the testimony of 

what he has done.  No matter how dark the world may 

get, keep holding firm to the light of his truth. One day 

the light will be revealed for all the world to see. Isaiah 

will say more about that in chapter 9. 
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 C o n c l u s i o n   

This is the prophetic life, the consequences of believing 

and proclaiming God’s message. It becomes our 

identity, our burden, and our confidence. It sets us 

apart and enlightens us. Do you have the light? If not, 

I encourage you to believe the gospel. Though we have 

ignored God, he sent His Son as Immanuel, God with 

us, the light of the world. If you want to learn more 

about the blessing and responsibility of the gospel, I 

recommend that you read the tenth chapter of Paul’s 

letter to the Romans. 

If you are a believer, are these consequences part of 

your experience? Have you resisted them in some way? 

Would you accept them today? Would you embrace the 

life of the gospel and all that it entails—the identity, the 

burden, the confidence, the separation, and the 

commitment to truth? Perhaps you know someone who 

is seeking answers everywhere but from the Lord. 

Would you point them to his Word? 

May the Gospel of Immanuel shape our lives! 
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Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. Which of these consequences have you 

experienced? How? 

 

 

 

 

2. Which of these consequences have not been part 

of your experience? Why? 

 

 

 

 

3. In what ways could the gospel message have 

greater influence in your life? 
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8  

D I F F E R E N C E S  W I T H  I M M A N U E L  

I S A I A H  9 : 1 - 1 0 : 4  

It is estimated that 140 million children were born 

around the world this year, each one a treasure in the 

eyes of God. Most will never be known beyond a small 

circle of family and friends, but a few will. They will 

grow up to accomplish great athletic feats, record hit 

songs, write bestselling books, invent new 

technologies, manage big businesses, and even lead 

powerful nations. But no matter how great their 
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influence, it will not compare to that of a child foreseen 

by the Prophet Isaiah almost 2,800 years ago. Isaiah 

7:14 tells us that he said, 

Therefore the Lord himself will give you a 

sign. Behold, the virgin shall conceive and 

bear a son, and shall call his name 

Immanuel. 

Isaiah delivered this prophecy to Ahaz the king of 

Judah during a time of national crisis around 735 B.C. 

Judah’s sister nation, Israel, had formed an alliance 

with Syria and was preparing to attack Jerusalem. But 

Isaiah called Ahaz to trust the Lord. We have learned 

that the Hebrew name Immanuel means, “God with 

us.” So, God’s presence with his people would be 

confirmed by the defeat of those attacking nations 

within the first few years of a newborn baby’s life. In 

chapter 8, Isaiah tells of the birth of a child, probably 

his own son, who served as the immediate sign for that 

generation. But he goes on to explain that the ultimate 

fulfillment of the Immanuel prophecy comes later with 

the birth of a child who will radically change the world. 

In chapter 9 and the first four verses of chapter 10, he 

reveals four differences between life with Immanuel 
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and life without him. Each sentence of hope in the first 

seven verses of chapter 9 stands in contrast to a section 

farther down in the passage that exposes the people’s 

godless ways. Isaiah focuses specifically on the impact 

Immanuel will have upon Israel to the north, but these 

differences will affect the entire world. So, his purpose 

is to persuade the people of his generation to place 

their hope in Immanuel. Though the ultimate 

fulfillment will be in the future, his hearers could begin 

to experience these differences spiritually. 

Of course, the Gospel of Matthew argues that Jesus is 

the child to whom this prophecy points. He is the one 

miraculously born of a virgin over 2,000 years ago. So, 

this passage in Isaiah helps us understand who he is, 

why he came, what he will bring in the future, and the 

differences he can make in our lives today. Consider 

whether these differences are part of your life. 
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D i f f e r e n c e  1  

A  D i f f e r e n t  L i g h t  

Gloomy days are a normal part of winter in Michigan. 

We can go days or even weeks without seeing the sun. 

Of course, we have artificial light sources—light bulbs, 

lamps, and candles. But their light is not the same as 

the sun. The darkness takes a toll. We feel lethargic, 

even depressed. But when the clouds finally part and 

the sun shines through, it lifts our spirits. Immanuel 

will bring that kind of change to the earth. 

At the end of chapter 8, Isaiah spoke of the spiritual 

darkness that characterized his people. They were 

consulting mediums to seek advice from the dead. So, 
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he exhorted his disciples to keep directing people back 

to the teaching and testimony of God’s word. But he 

said that they would not follow it because they had no 

dawn. Judgment was coming upon them, and he 

describes it in verse 22 by saying, 

And they will look to the earth, but behold, 

distress and darkness, the gloom of anguish. 

And they will be thrust into thick darkness. 

Nevertheless, God revealed that a change would come 

over the land. In verse 1 of chapter 9, he says, 

But there will be no gloom for her who was in 

anguish. In the former time he brought into 

contempt the land of Zebulun and the land of 

Naphtali, but in the latter time he has made 

glorious the way of the sea, the land beyond 

the Jordan, Galilee of the nations. 

Zebulun and Naphtali were two of Israel’s tribes. Their 

allotment of land was in the north around the Sea of 

Galilee. They were part of the alliance coming against 

Judah. Isaiah had already foretold their destruction at 

the hands of the Assyrians. But here he anticipates a 

change that would bring glory to that region. He uses 

what is called a prophetic past tense, describing these 
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events as if they had already happened. In verse 2, he 

says, 

The people who walked in darkness have 

seen a great light; those who dwelt in a land 

of deep darkness, on them has light shone. 

Matthew 4:12-16 cites this passage and links its 

fulfillment to the ministry of Jesus in this area. Though 

he visited Jerusalem several times, most of his teaching 

and miracles took place in Galilee. Jesus is the true 

light, opening the eyes of those who are spiritually 

blind so that we can see the truth. So, the ministry of 

Jesus began to fulfill Isaiah’s prophecy, but it will 

ultimately lead to something more than an internal 

spiritual change. 

These verses from Isaiah emphasize the darkness of the 

land itself. The earth is smothered by spiritual 

darkness. Since the fall of Adam and Eve, it has 

suffered under God’s curse. But the book of Revelation 

speaks of a New Jerusalem where the glory of God the 

Father and God the Son are fully present with the 

redeemed forever.  That will be Immanuel, God with us 

in the fullest sense. Revelation 22:5 describes it by 

saying, “And night will be no more. They will need no 



D i f f e r e n c e s  w i t h  I m m a n u e l  ( I s a i a h  9 : 1 - 1 0 : 4 )  

 

183 

light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light, 

and they will reign forever and ever.” 

We should look forward to God’s ultimate sunrise to 

find hope in this dark world. But instead, most of us try 

to get by with our own light. In our foolish arrogance, 

we trust our own efforts to survive and overcome.  If we 

skip down in the chapter, we find that Isaiah points out 

this problem with the people of Israel in Isaiah 9:8-10. 

He says, 

The Lord has sent a word against Jacob, and 

it will fall on Israel; and all the people will 

know, Ephraim and the inhabitants of 

Samaria, who say in pride and in arrogance 

of heart: "The bricks have fallen, but we will 

build with dressed stones; the sycamores 

have been cut down, but we will put cedars in 

their place." 

The ten tribes of Israel were ignoring the light of God’s 

word. They were descendants of Jacob, heirs of God’s 

covenant, but their rulers in Samaria refused to heed 

the warnings of the prophets. Rather than seeking the 

Lord, they trusted their own ability to rebuild stronger 

walls and replant better trees. Isn’t that what people do 

today? They base their hope on their own wisdom, 
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knowledge, and power. They try to be their own light, 

but it doesn’t work. 

For Israel, this arrogant attitude would lead to their 

destruction. In verses 11-12, Isaiah says, 

But the LORD raises the adversaries of Rezin 

against him, and stirs up his enemies. The 

Syrians on the east and the Philistines on the 

west devour Israel with open mouth. For all 

this his anger has not turned away, and his 

hand is stretched out still. 

King Rezin had made an alliance with Syria, but they 

would turn against him. Israel would face opposition 

from every side, but it would not simply be a political 

struggle. It would be an expression of God’s anger. His 

hand would bring about their downfall. 

So, what is your light? Are you trying to make it on your 

own like the people of Israel? That arrogant 

independence angers God. But if you accept the word 

of Christ and receive him as your light, you can live with 

hope, looking forward to that eternal day in his 

presence. With Immanuel we have a different light. 
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D i f f e r e n c e  2  

A  D i f f e r e n t  J o y  

Remember the story of Pinocchio, Geppetto’s wooden 

puppet come to life? Whenever he told a lie, his nose 

would grow. Wouldn’t it be helpful if that happened to 

people in real life? Salespeople and politicians would 

be in a lot of trouble, but we would be spared from so 

much disappointment. Think of the times you have 

been misled by people making promises that they could 

not or never intended to fulfill. Broken promises can be 

painful, but we find joy when they are kept. 

The greatest promise ever given is the one that forms 

the Bible’s overarching storyline. Though people 
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strayed from God and disobeyed his commands, he 

promised to restore the earth to a state of perfect 

blessing. One of the earliest expressions of that plan is 

found in Genesis 12:2-3. God came to Abram, roughly 

1,300 years before the time of Isaiah and said, 

And I will make of you a great nation, and I 

will bless you and make your name great, so 

that you will be a blessing. I will bless those 

who bless you, and him who dishonors you I 

will curse, and in you all the families of the 

earth shall be blessed." 

God had fulfilled some aspects of that promise by 

Isaiah’s time. Abraham’s descendants had multiplied 

to become the nation of Israel, but they had not 

experienced this level of greatness or blessing. They 

had split into rival kingdoms: Israel and Judah. They 

were also under threat of destruction from the 

Assyrians. They should have trusted God’s promise. 

Isaiah’s Immanuel prophecy was even given to them as 

a reminder and a confirmation, but the people were not 

relying upon the Lord. 

Nevertheless, as Isaiah looks to the future, he sees the 

ultimate joy that God’s people will experience from his 

blessing. In Isaiah 9:3, he speaks to God and says, 
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You have multiplied the nation; you have 

increased its joy; they rejoice before you as 

with joy at the harvest, as they are glad when 

they divide the spoil. 

Here again he uses the prophetic past tense. This time 

of blessing is in the future, but he sees it as if it had 

already arrived. The King James Version translates the 

first part of this verse by saying, “Thou hast multiplied 

the nation and not increased the joy.” The Hebrew 

word translated as a negative could also communicate 

a sense of certainty, and that interpretation makes 

better sense in this context. The nation will know true 

joy. It will be like an abundant harvest. It will be like 

receiving a huge treasure from a triumphant battle. 

Immanuel’s birth is essential to the ultimate realization 

of this blessing. The angel referred to this joy as he 

announced the birth of Jesus to the shepherds. Luke 

2:10-11 tells us, 

“And the angel said to them, ‘Fear not, for 

behold, I bring you good news of great joy 

that will be for all the people. For unto you is 

born this day in the city of David a Savior, 

who is Christ the Lord.’” 
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Throughout his earthly ministry, Jesus promised to 

bring true joy to his followers. Hebrews 12:2 tells us 

that he endured the cross for the joy that was set before 

him. Jude 24 says that he will present us blameless 

before the presence of his glory with great joy. So, 

trusting this great promise is what enables us to 

experience joy in our trials here and now. Joy is found 

in the Lord. 

The people in Isaiah’s time did not understand all of 

God’s plan, but they still knew enough to trust the Lord. 

He was the one who could give them victory over the 

Assyrians. They could have found joy in his promise, 

but when we skip down to Isaiah 9:13, we read, “The 

people did not turn to him who struck them, nor 

inquire of the LORD of hosts.” 

The people were trusting their leaders rather than God. 

Their king and their elders promised victory through 

military alliances. False prophets chimed in to affirm 

whatever the king said. So, the Lord decided to remove 

those leaders. Isaiah 9:14-16 tells us, 

So the LORD cut off from Israel head and 

tail, palm branch and reed in one day—the 

elder and honored man is the head, and the 
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prophet who teaches lies is the tail; for those 

who guide this people have been leading 

them astray, and those who are guided by 

them are swallowed up. 

Isaiah uses two images here to describe these leaders, 

and they paint a particularly negative portrait of these 

false prophets.  He likens them to head and tail to show 

that these prophets wagged whatever way the leaders 

wanted. They did not speak for God. Then he mentions 

palm branch and reed. Leaders were supposed to 

provide protection like leafy branches shading people 

from the sun, but their actions would have the opposite 

effect, exposing people to danger. Meanwhile, the 

prophets were flopping around like reeds blowing in 

the wind. They were not standing firm for the Lord. 

The people hoped to find joy in the promises of their 

leaders, but by ignoring God they were provoking him 

to anger. In verse 17, Isaiah says, 

Therefore the Lord does not rejoice over 

their young men, and has no compassion on 

their fatherless and widows; for everyone is 

godless and an evildoer, and every mouth 

speaks folly. For all this his anger has not 

turned away, and his hand is stretched out 

still. 
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These young men were the next generation of leaders. 

They could have been the ones to lead the nation back 

to the Lord, but they were as godless as the present 

leaders. Rather than being a source of joy to the Lord, 

they provoked his wrath. The entire nation was evil, so 

God would not even show compassion to the orphans 

and widows. Isaiah repeats this sad chorus about God’s 

anger and his hand. 

Where do you seek joy? Whose promises are you 

counting on? Human plans will never lead to God’s 

blessing. Rejoice in the Lord. With Immanuel we can 

experience true joy. 
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D i f f e r e n c e  3  

A  D i f f e r e n t  F i r e  

Depending upon the situation, fire can mean different 

things. It can be beautiful in a fireplace. It can generate 

power. It sustains life, keeping us warm and cooking 

our food. It protects us by purifying our water and 

killing harmful bacteria. But it can also bring 

destruction and pain.  

In Deuteronomy, Moses refers to the Lord our God as 

a consuming fire, and this characteristic can seem good 

or bad depending upon where you stand. In 

Deuteronomy 4:23, Moses uses it as a warning to the 

people of Israel. If they forget their covenant with God 
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and worship idols, His fiery nature will be a problem 

for them. But in Deuteronomy 9:3, he presents it as an 

encouragement. If they trust the Lord and obey his 

directions, he will go before them as a consuming fire 

to give them victory over their enemies.  

As Isaiah sees the future with Immanuel, he speaks of 

fire having this kind of positive effect. In Isaiah 9:5, he 

says, 

For every boot of the tramping warrior in 

battle tumult and every garment rolled in 

blood will be burned as fuel for the fire. 

All warfare will end. Other passages speak of people 

getting rid of weapons. Back in verse 4 of chapter 2, 

Isaiah said that they would beat their swords into 

plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Here 

the idea is that uniforms and combat boots will never 

be needed again. In fact, every trace of death and 

destruction will be burned away. So, this fire will be a 

response to the arrival of worldwide peace. 

But in Isaiah’s time fire meant something else for the 

people of Israel. Skipping down to Isaiah 9:18-19, the 

prophet says, 
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For wickedness burns like a fire; it consumes 

briers and thorns; it kindles the thickets of 

the forest, and they roll upward in a column 

of smoke. Through the wrath of the LORD of 

hosts the land is scorched, and the people are 

like fuel for the fire; no one spares another. 

Israel was going to experience God’s wrath in response 

to their wickedness. Isaiah was probably referring to 

God allowing the Assyrians to devastate their land. 

They would come like a wildfire sweeping across the 

region. Fire is used elsewhere to describe the effects of 

God’s wrath in a more ultimate sense, so that could also 

be in view here. Some of the destructive end times signs 

in the book of Revelation involve fire poured out upon 

the earth (Rev 8:5-8; 16:8). We are also told that the 

wicked will be sentenced to eternal punishment in the 

lake of fire (Rev 20:10-15). 

The consuming nature of fire also characterizes 

wickedness itself. At the end of verse 19, Isaiah says 

that no one spares another. He continues this thought 

in verses 20 and 21 by saying, 

They slice meat on the right, but are still 

hungry, and they devour on the left, but are 

not satisfied; each devours the flesh of his 
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own arm, Manasseh devours Ephraim, and 

Ephraim devours Manasseh; together they 

are against Judah. For all this his anger has 

not turned away, and his hand is stretched 

out still. 

Wickedness burns like a fire within our hearts. The 

more you feed it, the more it wants. We like to think 

that we can manage it, but it easily gets out of control. 

It can consume your relationships and even your body. 

As it spreads through society as a whole, it can destroy 

nations. 

Only Immanuel can overcome the wickedness within 

us. John the Baptist said that Jesus would baptize 

people with the Holy Spirit and with fire. After his 

resurrection and ascension, Christ sent the Holy Spirit 

to indwell believers. The Spirit uses the burning sense 

of conviction in our hearts to steer us away from sin 

and toward holiness.  

So, which fire is shaping your life? Are you being 

consumed by wickedness? If so, then you should fear 

the fiery judgment of God. But if you allow Immanuel 

to start burning away the sin in your life, then you can 

look forward to that ultimate time of peace.  
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D i f f e r e n c e  4  

A  D i f f e r e n t  J u s t i c e  

Laws are only as good as the ones who enforce them. At 

their best, human judges still have biases and 

limitations. They are unable to know all the factors at 

play in a case. At their worst, they distort good laws to 

carry out their own personal agenda. 

We have heard about the light, joy, and peace of the 

future from the first part of Isaiah 9, but in verse 6, the 

prophet finally comes to the one who brings them 

about. He says, 

For to us a child is born, to us a son is given; 

and the government shall be upon his 
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shoulder, and his name shall be called 

Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, 

Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 

This child is the true fulfillment of the Immanuel 

prophecy, the one who will ultimately rule the world 

bringing light, joy and peace. The success of his reign 

flows from the character reflected in his names. Some 

separate the list into five or six titles, but they seem to 

be matched up in four pairs that combine divine 

qualities with human roles. Only Jesus fits this 

description. 

First, he is identified as the Wonderful Counselor. 

Some earthly leaders provide wise counsel and advice, 

but his insight is supernaturally wondrous. We see this 

quality in how Jesus interacts with people. He always 

knows the full story, even when it is unspoken. His 

teaching shows divine wisdom.  

Mighty God is the next name. As strong as earthly 

leaders may seem, none of them have the ultimate 

power of this individual. No earthly king could hold 

this title. Only Jesus is the Son of God. We see his might 

displayed in his miracles. He healed the sick, opened 

the eyes of the blind, and made the lame to walk. He 
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turned water into wine, multiplied the loaves and 

fishes, walked on water, and rose from the dead.  

Then, he is identified as Everlasting Father. This may 

seem to be a strange title for Jesus since the New 

Testament speaks of him as the Son of God, separate 

from God the Father and the Holy Spirit. But the name 

probably has more to do with his character as he relates 

to people. The best earthly leaders show fatherly 

compassion and care, but his love is never ending. He 

is the friend of sinners. Even as the soldiers crucified 

him, he prayed for their forgiveness (Luke 23:34). 

Finally, he is called the Prince of Peace. Other rulers 

might manage to avoid conflict for a while, but only he 

is able to bring absolute peace to the world and to our 

hearts. Through his death and resurrection, he opened 

the way for us to be forgiven of our sins and reconciled 

to God. The ultimate expression of his peace is 

described in Isaiah 9:7. The prophet says, 

Of the increase of his government and of 

peace there will be no end, on the throne of 

David and over his kingdom, to establish it 

and to uphold it with justice and with 

righteousness from this time forth and 
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forevermore. The zeal of the LORD of hosts 

will do this. 

Some people understand the reign of Christ as 

something exclusively spiritual, but the throne of 

David is a seat of earthly authority. To fulfill the 

promise of God as explained in the Old Testament, 

Jesus must return to reign on earth. When he does, he 

will establish true justice throughout the world. It will 

begin with the Millennium described in Revelation 20 

but will continue forever in a new heaven and earth 

marked by perfect righteousness. 

The leaders of Israel should have foreshadowed that 

justice. They had God’s Law to guide them, but they 

were ignoring it. Skipping down to verses 1 and 2 of 

chapter 10, we find that Isaiah says, 

Woe to those who decree iniquitous decrees, 

and the writers who keep writing oppression, 

to turn aside the needy from justice and to 

rob the poor of my people of their right, that 

widows may be their spoil, and that they may 

make the fatherless their prey! 

Their decrees were sinful. Their justice was distorted. 

They exploited those who were weak and powerless. If 

such behavior occurred in a theocracy established by 
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God, it should not surprise us that other human rulers 

are just as bad if not worse. But God will ultimately 

hold all rulers accountable for their actions. In verses 3 

and 4, Isaiah tells the rulers of Israel, 

What will you do on the day of punishment, 

in the ruin that will come from afar? To 

whom will you flee for help, and where will 

you leave your wealth? Nothing remains but 

to crouch among the prisoners or fall among 

the slain. For all this his anger has not turned 

away, and his hand is stretched out still. 

Where do you look for justice? If you hope to see it in 

sinful human rulers, you will be disappointed, angry, 

and bitter. Sinful human beings will never bring true 

justice, but God will. We can find some comfort in 

knowing that he will punish evil rulers for their sins. 

But we should long for the return of Christ. We should 

pray for his kingdom to come and his will to be done on 

earth as it is in heaven. Only with Immanuel will we 

have true justice. 
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C o n c l u s i o n  

When Immanuel comes again, the world will be 

transformed. The light of his glory will dispel 

intellectual and moral darkness. We will find true joy 

as God’s promise is fulfilled. The world will be purified 

by God’s consuming fire, and the king who was born in 

Bethlehem and laid in a manger will enforce perfect 

justice forever. 

Is that your hope? Will you be part of that kingdom? To 

do so, you must receive the Son of God as your light, 

your joy, your fire, and your justice? I encourage you to 

come to him. If you want to learn more about him, Luke 

1 would be a good place to read.  

If you are a believer, are you experiencing these 

differences? Do you need to change how you relate to 

Christ? Keep seeking him, and share your hope with 

others. Tell them about the Son who was given for us. 

And so we pray, “Come, Lord Jesus!” 
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Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. What has the study of this passage contributed 

to your understanding of who Jesus is and what 

he came to do? 

 

 

 

2. How are these differences reflected in your 

personal spiritual experience? 

 

 

 

3. What could you do to deepen your experience of 

these differences? 
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9  

G O D ’ S  S O V E R E I G N T Y  

O V E R  O U R  E N E M I E S  

I S A I A H  1 0 : 5 - 3 4  

The early 1860s were a difficult time in United States 

history, but particularly so for the poet Henry 

Wadsworth Longfellow. The country was torn apart by 

the Civil War that began in 1861. That same year, 

Longfellow’s wife died from injuries sustained when 

her dress caught on fire. As he desperately tried to 

extinguish the flames, he was so severely burned that 
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he was unable to attend her funeral. He grew out his 

beard to cover his burns. 

Two years later, his 18-year-old son, Charley, the oldest 

of his six children, snuck away from home to enlist in 

the Union Army. On November 27, 1863, Charley was 

wounded by enemy gunfire. Longfellow received a 

telegram saying that his son had been shot in the face. 

Fearing the worst, he rushed off to visit him. The bullet 

had actually hit his left shoulder, traveled across his 

back, and nicked his spine. Doctors feared that he 

would be paralyzed. He was not, but he still faced a 

long, hard recovery. 

As Christmas came a few weeks later, Longfellow 

expressed his personal struggle in a poem called, “I 

Heard the Bells on Christmas Day,” which was later set 

to music. He was not exaggerating or being overly 

dramatic when he says,  

And in despair I bowed my head;  

“There is no peace on earth,” I said;  

“For hate is strong and mocks the song  

of peace on earth, good will to men.” 

Yet, he concludes by saying, 
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Then pealed the bells more loud and deep, 

“God is not dead, nor doth he sleep;  

the Wrong shall fail; the Right prevail  

with peace on earth, good will to men.” 

I do not know much about what Longfellow believed, 

but his poem seems to express confidence in the 

sovereignty of God and the coming of Christ. “Peace on 

earth, good will to men,” was part of the angelic 

announcement to the shepherds on the day of his birth.  

We find these same themes in the writings of the 

Prophet Isaiah who lived eight centuries before the 

birth of Christ. His homeland, Judah, faced an 

imminent attack from their sister nation, Israel. Isaiah 

7 tells us that the prophet was sent to King Ahaz with a 

message to trust their sovereign God. As confirmation, 

he declared that a virgin would conceive and bear a son 

called Immanuel, which means God with us. 

We have seen that this Immanuel prophecy has both an 

immediate and a long-term fulfillment. Chapter 8 

speaks of a child, probably Isaiah’s son, whose birth 

and growth served as the timeline for Judah’s 

deliverance from this attack. But chapter 9 foretells the 

birth of another child who would be called Wonderful 
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Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of 

Peace.  Isaiah said that this child will bring peace on 

earth when he rules as king upon the throne of David. 

The New Testament points to Jesus as this child. 

Despite Isaiah’s prophecy, King Ahaz was not willing to 

trust the Lord. His plan for handling his enemies was 

to form an alliance with the growing Assyrian Empire. 

Isaiah warned him that this strategy would be 

disastrous. Assyria would turn against them, but Ahaz 

refused to listen. In fact, chapter 6 tells us that when 

the Lord called Isaiah to be a prophet, he told him that 

none of his countrymen would listen to him. So, God 

was working toward an ultimate blessing, but 

circumstances in Isaiah’s lifetime looked bleak.  

What keeps a believer like Isaiah from giving way to 

despair? Hope in God is essential. Isaiah speaks of the 

ultimate fulfillment of God’s promise in chapter 9, and 

we will consider it again in chapters 11 and 12. But hope 

is nothing more than a wish apart from the sovereignty 

of God. His promise means nothing if he does not have 

the power to fulfill it. So, in Isaiah 10:5-34, the prophet 

addresses the suffering that his people will face at the 
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hands of the Assyrians. He gives believers four 

assurances about God's sovereignty and our enemies. 

You may not be concerned about facing enemies on a 

battlefield, but these assurances about God’s 

sovereignty extend beyond physical warfare. They 

apply to every opponent and every difficult 

circumstance. They help us overcome despair as we 

face any evil or suffering. These truths help us 

persevere. 

  



G O D  W I T H  U S  

 

208 

A s s u r a n c e  1  

T h e y  W i l l  A c c o m p l i s h  H i s  P u r p o s e  

From our perspective, the sun seems to orbit around 

us. It rises, passes through the sky, sets, and then does 

it all again. We think that we are at the center of things, 

choosing our direction and going wherever we want. 

But the fact of the matter is that the earth is spinning 

at roughly 1,000 miles per hour as it orbits the sun at 

67,000 miles per hour. From that perspective, our 

most powerful efforts do not change our course, and we 

find the same dynamic with God. Our enemies do not 

recognize it, but he is always accomplishing his 

purpose through them.  
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As the Lord spoke through Isaiah, he revealed his 

ultimate control over the Assyrian empire. In Isaiah 

10:5-6, he says, 

Woe to Assyria, the rod of my anger; the staff 

in their hands is my fury! Against a godless 

nation I send him, and against the people of 

my wrath I command him, to take spoil and 

seize plunder, and to tread them down like 

the mire of the streets. 

God had made a covenant with Israel and Judah. He 

promised to bless them. He gave them laws to guide 

them. In response, they were supposed to worship and 

obey him, but they were ignoring him, provoking him 

to anger. So, God was going to use Assyria to humble 

them and discipline them, but Assyria was not aware of 

his purpose. Isaiah 10:7 explains, 

But he does not so intend, and his heart does 

not so think; but it is in his heart to destroy, 

and to cut off nations not a few… 

This is the mystery of God’s sovereignty and human 

will. He was in control, but Assyria had its own evil plan 

to conquer and destroy. They were convinced of their 

own power. Isaiah 10:8-9 tells us, 
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… for he says: "Are not my commanders all 

kings? Is not Calno like Carchemish? Is not 

Hamath like Arpad? Is not Samaria like 

Damascus? 

These were ancient cities. Assyria had already 

conquered some of them by this point, and others 

would soon fall. So, they were convinced of their 

superiority over other nations, and even over the 

deities of those nations. This Assyrian monologue 

continues in verses 10 and 11 by saying, 

As my hand has reached to the kingdoms of 

the idols, whose carved images were greater 

than those of Jerusalem and Samaria, shall I 

not do to Jerusalem and her idols as I have 

done to Samaria and her images?" 

Jerusalem was the capital of Judah and Samaria of 

Israel. They were not supposed to worship idols at all. 

God forbade them from doing so because his nature 

transcends such physical representations. But they had 

still succumbed to the temptation to copy the nations 

around them. Apparently, their idols were not very 

impressive, so, the Assyrians reasoned that Israel and 

Judah would be even easier to conquer than other 

nations. They had no idea who was truly in control. 



G o d ’ s  S o v e r e i g n t y  O v e r  O u r  E n e m i e s  ( I s a i a h  1 0 : 5 - 3 4 )  

 

211 

We find this same assurance of God’s control echoed 

time and again throughout the Bible. Many years after 

Joseph’s brothers sold him into slavery, Genesis 50:20 

tells us that he was able to say, “You meant evil against 

me, but God meant it for good.” Paul makes a more 

sweeping statement in Romans 8:28 when he says, 

“And we know that for those who love God all things 

work together for good, for those who are called 

according to his purpose.” So, as we face suffering, we 

can be assured that God ultimately uses everything to 

accomplish his good purpose. Do you trust him? 
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A s s u r a n c e  2  

T h e y  W i l l  A n s w e r  f o r  T h e i r  P r i d e  

I often use the image of railroad tracks in thinking 

about God’s sovereignty. As you look out into the 

distance, the rails seem to converge, but we know that 

is not the case. It only appears that way because our 

perspective is limited. The rails continue to run 

parallel. 

We have a similar limitation when we consider God’s 

sovereignty and human responsibility. To our limited 

minds it seems that they must converge at some point, 

so that one is true and the other just an illusion. We 

reason that if people determine their own course, then 
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God is not in control at all. On the other hand, if God is 

in control, then people are not responsible for their 

actions. But both concepts, divine sovereignty and 

human responsibility, run parallel through the Bible, 

and we find them both here in Isaiah 10. 

We have seen that God sovereignly used Assyria to 

carry out his purpose. But their usefulness did not 

excuse them from his judgment. They had their own 

evil intentions, and he held them accountable for their 

actions, their words, and even their attitudes. Verse 5 

already hinted at this by pronouncing woe upon them. 

That expression is always connected with God’s 

judgment. Isaiah elaborates in verse 12, by saying, 

When the Lord has finished all his work on 

Mount Zion and on Jerusalem, he will punish 

the speech of the arrogant heart of the king 

of Assyria and the boastful look in his eyes. 

The monologue from verses 10 and 11 already 

demonstrated the Assyrian sense of superiority. Verses 

13-14 give us further insight into the arrogant mindset 

of their king by telling us, 

For he says: "By the strength of my hand I 

have done it, and by my wisdom, for I have 
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understanding; I remove the boundaries of 

peoples, and plunder their treasures; like a 

bull I bring down those who sit on thrones. 

My hand has found like a nest the wealth of 

the peoples; and as one gathers eggs that 

have been forsaken, so I have gathered all the 

earth; and there was none that moved a wing 

or opened the mouth or chirped." 

There is some truth to the king’s boast. Assyria used a 

shrewd strategy to tear down the boundaries between 

different people groups. When they conquered a 

nation, they relocated many of their people elsewhere 

within the empire. Over time people groups would 

intermarry so that future generations would lose their 

connection to their national identity. In fact, the 

Samaritan people mentioned later in the New 

Testament were the descendants of Israelites who 

married people from other nations during Assyria’s 

reign. 

The king’s exaggerated self-confidence, however, was 

naive. He thought that he was unstoppable, like a 

raging bull. He viewed the whole world, like a nest of 

abandoned eggs available for the taking. He had no 

idea he was merely a tool. In verse 15, Isaiah says, 
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Shall the axe boast over him who hews with 

it, or the saw magnify itself against him who 

wields it? As if a rod should wield him who 

lifts it, or as if a staff should lift him who is 

not wood!  

When God’s purpose was served, he would humble 

Assyria. In verses 16-17, Isaiah says, 

Therefore the Lord GOD of hosts will send 

wasting sickness among his stout warriors, 

and under his glory a burning will be kindled, 

like the burning of fire. The light of Israel will 

become a fire, and his Holy One a flame, and 

it will burn and devour his thorns and briers 

in one day. 

These verses may describe what happened to the 

Assyrians when they laid siege to Jerusalem. 2 Kings, 

Chronicles, and Isaiah 37 tell us that 185,000 Assyrian 

soldiers died in one night. As we saw previously, the 

portrayal of God as a consuming fire can be both a 

warning to his people and a comfort. In this case, his 

wrath against Assyria protected the people of 

Jerusalem. 
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The Assyrians would also face other long-term 

consequences for their pride. In verses 18-19, Isaiah 

says, 

The glory of his forest and of his fruitful land 

the LORD will destroy, both soul and body, 

and it will be as when a sick man wastes 

away. The remnant of the trees of his forest 

will be so few that a child can write them 

down. 

It is not clear whether the prophet was speaking 

literally or figuratively here. Assyria was located in the 

northern part of modern-day Iraq. There are some 

forested areas in the mountains there. There may have 

been more in ancient times, but these verses probably 

point to the nation being conquered by the Babylonian 

Empire within a century. 

The important lesson from this passage, however, is 

that evil will not go unpunished. Nothing is hidden 

from God. He knows the motives in people’s hearts, 

and he holds them accountable. So, when someone 

wrongs you, be assured that he will bring justice. 

Romans 12:19 tells us, “Beloved, never avenge 

yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is 
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written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the 

Lord.’” Are you willing to entrust those hurts to him? 
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A s s u r a n c e  3  

H e  W i l l  A c h i e v e  H i s  P r o m i s e  

You probably have a strainer of some sort in your 

kitchen. It’s a simple device that helps you separate 

items that are mixed. It holds spaghetti noodles and 

lets the water drain through or removes the unwanted 

chunks from a good broth. In his sovereignty, God uses 

our enemies in a similar way. Their opposition serves 

to filter out pretenders and purify the faithful for them 

to enjoy the ultimate fulfillment of God’s promise. 

The people of Israel and Judah were heirs of God’s 

covenant with Abraham. He had promised to make 

them into a great nation that would bless all the 
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families of the earth. But many of them showed no 

interest in honoring that relationship with God. So, for 

God to fulfill his promise, there must be a change. A 

filtering process must take place, and it involves two 

steps.  

First, Isaiah 10:20-21 tells us, 

In that day the remnant of Israel and the 

survivors of the house of Jacob will no more 

lean on him who struck them, but will lean 

on the LORD, the Holy One of Israel, in 

truth. A remnant will return, the remnant of 

Jacob, to the mighty God. 

Some people will experience a change of heart. God will 

use their circumstances to strain the unbelief out of 

their lives. Judah, Israel’s southern kingdom, chose to 

lean upon Assyria, but that was like using a spear for a 

cane. Rather than supporting them, it stabbed them in 

the hand. The Assyrians invaded their land and laid 

siege to their capital. But in his sovereignty, God uses 

painful experiences like that to lead people to 

repentance. They realize the folly of misplaced trust 

and place their faith in the Lord alone.  
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Specifically, Isaiah says that this remnant will return to 

the mighty God. That is the same title that was used in 

verse 6 of chapter 9 to describe the promised child who 

would be born to rule and bring peace. Perhaps this is 

the same change of heart described in Zechariah 12:10, 

where it speaks of the inhabitants of Jerusalem and 

says, “when they look on me, on him whom they have 

pierced, they shall mourn for him.” From a New 

Testament perspective, it is clear that God wants the 

Jewish people and everyone throughout the world to 

place their faith in Jesus, the Mighty God, who was 

pierced and died for our sins, rose from the dead, 

ascended into heaven, and will one day return to reign. 

That leads to a second step in this filtering process. 

Isaiah 10:22-23 tells us, 

For though your people Israel be as the sand 

of the sea, only a remnant of them will 

return. Destruction is decreed, overflowing 

with righteousness. For the Lord GOD of 

hosts will make a full end, as decreed, in the 

midst of all the earth. 

This reference to Israel being as numerous as the sand 

of the sea harkens back to God’s promise to Abraham. 

Genesis 22:17 tells us that the Lord used that 
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expression after Abraham demonstrated his 

willingness to offer up his son, Isaac. His descendants 

would be greatly multiplied. But Isaiah makes it clear 

that those who refuse to trust the Lord will not 

experience the blessings of the covenant. Only a 

remnant would return. The rest would face 

destruction, and the description here communicates a 

sense of finality.  

Nevertheless, no enemy can derail the ultimate 

fulfillment of God’s promise. Whatever opposition we 

encounter along the way, God wants us to lean on him. 

Are you trusting him? 
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A s s u r a n c e  4  

W e  M u s t  A c c e p t  H i s  P a t h  

I love to find shortcuts, but they don’t always work. One 

time I was stuck in heavy traffic passing through 

Chicago. I thought that I could make better progress on 

surface streets, but they were even worse. This was 

back before smartphones. I wanted to get back on the 

freeway, but I could not turn around. So, I had to keep 

driving looking for another on ramp in some pretty 

shady neighborhoods. I was probably lost for an hour, 

but it could have been worse. Some shortcuts leave you 

wandering around for a lifetime. We must accept the 
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path that God lays out for us even though it may be 

longer and harder than we like. 

As we have seen, Isaiah revealed that the path ahead 

for the people of Judah was going to be hard. Assyria 

was going to betray their trust and attack them. But 

because of God’s sovereignty, they did not need to fear. 

In Isaiah 10:24-26, the prophet tells them, 

Therefore thus says the Lord GOD of hosts: 

"O my people, who dwell in Zion, be not 

afraid of the Assyrians when they strike with 

the rod and lift up their staff against you as 

the Egyptians did. For in a very little while 

my fury will come to an end, and my anger 

will be directed to their destruction. And the 

LORD of hosts will wield against them a 

whip, as when he struck Midian at the rock of 

Oreb. And his staff will be over the sea, and 

he will lift it as he did in Egypt. 

Zion was another name for Jerusalem, Judah’s capital. 

Though Assyria would attack, the people could find 

confidence from knowing how God protected their 

nation in the past. Around 700 years before that time, 

the Lord rescued them from slavery in Egypt. When 

Moses led them out, God even parted the sea for them. 

A few generations later, the Lord used Gideon and a 
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force of only 300 men to give the nation victory over 

the Midianite army. So, Judah would be attacked by the 

Assyrians, but the people could trust that God would 

enable them to persevere as he had done in the past. 

In fact, those who trusted God could also be confident 

that they would ultimately prosper. Isaiah describes 

their triumph with a comical picture in verse 27. He 

says, 

And in that day his burden will depart from 

your shoulder, and his yoke from your neck; 

and the yoke will be broken because of the 

fat." 

Just like farmers put a yoke on their oxen to plow their 

field, Assyria wanted to extend their control over the 

people of Judah. But at some point, God will cause the 

nation to grow so big and strong that they will break 

every yoke. They will be free, but the path to get there 

will be hard. Isaiah describes what was coming in 

verses 28-32. He says, 

He has come to Aiath; he has passed through 

Migron; at Michmash he stores his baggage; 

they have crossed over the pass; at Geba they 

lodge for the night; Ramah trembles; Gibeah 

of Saul has fled. Cry aloud, O daughter of 
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Gallim! Give attention, O Laishah! O poor 

Anathoth! Madmenah is in flight; the 

inhabitants of Gebim flee for safety. This very 

day he will halt at Nob; he will shake his fist 

at the mount of the daughter of Zion, the hill 

of Jerusalem. 

These are all towns and villages in Judah. Historians 

do not think that the Assyrians followed this exact 

route as they laid siege to Jerusalem. Nevertheless, the 

prophecy pictures Assyria sweeping across the land. 

The people’s fear grows as the invaders get closer and 

closer to Jerusalem. They come right up to the gate, but 

the most that they can do is shake their fist. They 

cannot succeed, because of the sovereign power of God. 

In verses 33-34, Isaiah says, 

Behold, the Lord GOD of hosts will lop the 

boughs with terrifying power; the great in 

height will be hewn down, and the lofty will 

be brought low. He will cut down the thickets 

of the forest with an axe, and Lebanon will 

fall by the Majestic One. 

He again uses the image of a forest being chopped 

down. Assyria was the ax in God’s hand to punish his 

people. But the Lord would bring the same kind of 

power against Assyria. So, the people of Judah needed 
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to trust both God’s promise and his path for getting 

there. There were no shortcuts. Are you willing to trust 

him each step of the way along your path? 

C o n c l u s i o n  

We can be assured that God is sovereign over all our 

enemies whatever form they may take. They will 

accomplish his purpose for them, but they will answer 

for their pride. He will ultimately accomplish what he 

has promised. So, we must accept the path on which he 

leads us. 

Are you willing to trust the Lord? Who else can you lean 

upon? He alone has the power to sustain our lives now 

and to lead us to a place of eternal blessing. He even 

went so far as to enter our world. The Son of God was 

born of a virgin and experienced temptation, rejection, 

suffering and death. He knows how hard our path can 

be, and his sacrifice opened the way for us to be 

forgiven and to experience his blessing forever. If you 

have never done so, would you start leaning upon him? 

If you want to learn more about Jesus, salvation, and 

the sovereignty of God, I would encourage you to read 

Romans 8. 
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Perhaps you are trusting the Lord, but you are worn 

down by the battle. Our opposition comes in many 

forms other than invading nations: difficult people, 

sickness, temptation, and other emotional struggles. 

Are you willing to trust that God is sovereign over all of 

that? Do you believe that he is accomplishing his 

purpose through those circumstances and that he will 

ultimately achieve what he has promised? Would you 

accept his path and entrust that situation to him? 

Perhaps you know someone else who is struggling. 

Would you encourage that person to trust our 

sovereign God? 

May God strengthen our faith! 
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Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. What sort of enemy or hardship are you facing? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these assurances is most encouraging 

to you? Why? 

 

 

 

3. How could you use these truths to encourage a 

fellow believer? How would you explain them to 

an unbeliever? 
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1 0  

I M M A N U E L ’ S  R E I G N  

I S A I A H  1 1 : 1 - 1 2 : 6  

For a lot of people, Christmas is all about the gifts. That 

was my focus when I was a child. In fact, you could say 

it was my obsession. I spent time looking through 

catalogs to create a wish list. As soon as there were 

packages wrapped and under the tree, I was feeling 

their weight and shaking them trying to figure out what 

was inside. By Christmas Eve I was so excited that I 

could barely sleep. I would stay up past midnight and 



G O D  W I T H  U S  

 

230 

then wake my parents up before dawn. I could not wait 

to tear into those presents. 

But the gifts never measured up to my anticipation. 

The toys and games were not as fun as I imagined. 

Within a few days, sometimes even a few hours, I began 

to lose interest. As I grew up, I learned to focus more 

on giving than receiving, but honestly, the experience 

is somewhat similar. The satisfaction of giving still falls 

short for one reason or another. You have probably had 

similar feelings. What is wrong with us? 

Our underlying desire to experience joy is good, but we 

try to fulfill it in the wrong way. Earthly trinkets will 

never satisfy us, and neither will our closest human 

relationships. We were created to live forever in the 

presence of God. But when Adam and Eve disobeyed 

him, that relationship was broken. As their ancestors, 

we are all separated from God. We will not experience 

true joy until that relationship is fully restored. 

So, when the Prophet Isaiah revealed the birth of a 

child called “Immanuel,” everyone should have paid 

attention. That Hebrew name means, “God with Us.” 

The first ten chapters in the book of Isaiah have 

revealed ways that God was and is present. He blesses 
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people and looks for fruit in their lives. He raises up 

leaders (kings and prophets in those days) to lead 

people in honoring his holiness and to confront those 

who rebel. He also orchestrates trials to purify the 

faithful and humble the proud. But the full restoration 

of God’s presence will happen through the reign of this 

child, Immanuel, whom Isaiah also called, “Wonderful 

Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of 

Peace” (9:6). So, we conclude our study of this portion 

of the book of Isaiah by examining chapters 11 and 12, 

where the prophet reveals four characteristics of 

Immanuel’s reign. 

As we have seen, the New Testament presents Jesus as 

the one who fulfills the Immanuel prophecy. He is the 

eternal Son of God who became human through the 

miracle of the virgin birth over 700 years after Isaiah’s 

time. The disciples of Jesus expected him to establish 

his kingdom during his ministry, and he did lay the 

spiritual foundation for it through his life, death, and 

resurrection. But then he ascended into heaven, 

promising to return to reign on earth in the future. 

As we consider the characteristics of that ultimate 

expression of his kingdom, I think we will see that it is 
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the gift that we have been longing for. We will not be 

fully satisfied until God is with us. So, rather than 

seeking fulfillment in lesser things, we should fix our 

hope fully on Immanuel and his reign. 

  



I m m a n u e l ’ s  R e i g n  ( I s a i a h  1 1 : 1 - 1 2 : 6 )  

 

233 

C h a r a c t e r i s t i c  1  

A  P e r f e c t  K i n g  

If you look at a single puzzle piece by itself, it is 

impossible to determine what the completed picture 

will be. A tiny patch of blue could be part of an ocean, 

the side of a car, or even the iris of someone’s eye. But 

that uncertainty doesn’t mean that you can turn the 

picture into whatever you want it to be. The pieces only 

fit together in one way according to the maker’s design. 

A lot of people around the world celebrate the birth of 

Jesus. But it seems to me that many of them have no 

idea about how the story fits into the overall picture of 
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God’s plan. Some think of it as a harmless exaggeration 

designed to support the ministry of a good teacher who 

called people to stop fighting and love one another. 

Others connect more pieces of biblical teaching to see 

that Jesus is the incarnate Son of God who came to 

purchase forgiveness through his death and 

resurrection. That understanding is accurate and 

important, but it is still not the whole picture.  

To make sense of the overarching biblical storyline, we 

must grasp that Jesus was born to be the perfect king. 

In verse 1 of chapter 11, Isaiah describes his coming in 

relation to the kings of Israel by saying,  

There shall come forth a shoot from the 

stump of Jesse, and a branch from his roots 

shall bear fruit. 

Isaiah has already used this tree imagery several times. 

When the Lord called him in chapter 6, he revealed that 

his nation would be decimated so that only a stump 

would remain. In chapter 7, Isaiah described his people 

as trees shaking in the wind as they feared an attack. 

He pictured them as a forest burned up by wickedness 

and then by the wrath of God in chapter 9. In chapter 

10, he envisioned the king of Assyria as an ax that God 
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was going to wield against his people, but he also 

likened Assyria to a great forest that would be chopped 

down. Here in chapter 11 Isaiah returns to the image of 

a fruitful branch that he used back in chapter 4. He says 

that it will sprout from the stump of Jesse. 

Jesse was the father of King David, and God had 

promised that one of David’s descendants would reign 

forever. So, this future king must be a human 

descendant of David. But for a time, David’s dynasty 

would become nothing more than a stump. A few 

generations after Isaiah’s time, the kingdom was 

conquered by the Babylonians, and the house of David 

lost their throne. But Isaiah says that this new shoot 

will come from David’s humble roots. We see the 

fulfillment of this detail in the fact that Jesus was born 

in Bethlehem, David’s hometown, rather than 

Jerusalem, the seat of power. 

Though this king will be human, Isaiah reveals that his 

wisdom will be divine. Verse 2 tells us, 

And the Spirit of the LORD shall rest upon 

him, the Spirit of wisdom and 

understanding, the Spirit of counsel and 
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might, the Spirit of knowledge and the fear of 

the LORD. 

David recognized the presence of God’s Spirit in his life 

and feared that he would be taken away because of the 

sins he committed in his affair with Bathsheba (Ps 

51:11). But this future king will be perfectly in sync with 

the Spirit. He will inform his decisions and shape his 

outlook. We see this connection later when the Spirit 

descends upon Jesus at his baptism. That event 

revealed the distinct persons of the Trinity and their 

relationship. God the Father sent God the Spirit to 

empower God the Son. 

This divine knowledge will lead to a reign unlike any 

other. Verses 3 and 4 tell us, 

And his delight shall be in the fear of the 

LORD. He shall not judge by what his eyes 

see, or decide disputes by what his ears hear, 

but with righteousness he shall judge the 

poor, and decide with equity for the meek of 

the earth; and he shall strike the earth with 

the rod of his mouth, and with the breath of 

his lips he shall kill the wicked. 

Normal human rulers have limited knowledge. Even 

with the best of intentions, they will inevitably make 
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unjust decisions. But this king will perfectly honor the 

Lord. Every decision he makes will be righteous and 

just. He will correct the wrongs experienced by the 

poor and the meek. He is so powerful that he will carry 

out punishment and enforce discipline by merely 

speaking.  

Isaiah concludes his description of the king in verse 5 

by saying, 

Righteousness shall be the belt of his waist, 

and faithfulness the belt of his loins. 

Instead of belt, some translations say girdle or even 

undergarment. The idea is that these are the 

characteristics that are closest to him. They pull 

together everything else you could say about him. He is 

perfectly righteous and just in everything he says and 

does. He is perfectly faithful to carry out all that he 

promises. 

So, he is a king that we should gladly follow. His wise, 

powerful, and righteous leadership is the missing piece 

that will repair every problem in the world. We need 

him more than anything. Do you believe that? Is your 
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hope fixed upon him? Are you watching and praying for 

his return? 
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C h a r a c t e r i s t i c  2  

A  P e r f e c t  C r e a t i o n  

We live in a world where some animals are predators 

and others are prey. Most predators have ferocious 

roars backed up by sharp claws and fangs. They are 

killing machines, the top of the food chain in the circle 

of life. Many people see this system as the natural order 

of things, a balance brought about through 

evolutionary processes over thousands of years. But 

the Bible presents an entirely different picture. 

The opening chapters of Genesis suggest that death did 

not exist prior to the sin of Adam and Eve. So, the 

ancestors of modern predatory animals must have 
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been fundamentally different. They had to be 

herbivores rather than carnivores. But as God’s curse 

descended upon the world, their appetites changed. 

Killing became instinctive, and generation by 

generation their bodies adapted to survive. 

But when Immanuel reigns the created world will be 

restored to perfection. The curse will be reversed. 

Suffering and death will cease, and this dramatic 

transformation will extend even to animals. They will 

live in peace and harmony. Isaiah 11:6 describes it by 

saying, 

The wolf shall dwell with the lamb, and the 

leopard shall lie down with the young goat, 

and the calf and the lion and the fattened calf 

together; and a little child shall lead them. 

Some argue that this description is nothing more than 

a metaphor for peace. But Immanuel’s reign will 

establish a world without danger and without fear. For 

this change to come about, even the animals must 

undergo physical changes. Verse 7 tells us, 

The cow and the bear shall graze; their young 

shall lie down together; and the lion shall eat 

straw like the ox. 



I m m a n u e l ’ s  R e i g n  ( I s a i a h  1 1 : 1 - 1 2 : 6 )  

 

241 

The bears that we know do not graze. Lions today 

cannot eat straw. But this difference shows how deeply 

the curse has impacted our world and how great a 

change will be required to reverse it. Things will be so 

different that verses 8 and 9 tell us,  

The nursing child shall play over the hole of 

the cobra, and the weaned child shall put his 

hand on the adder's den. They shall not hurt 

or destroy in all my holy mountain; for the 

earth shall be full of the knowledge of the 

LORD as the waters cover the sea. 

These tame snakes remind us of the serpent in the 

Garden of Eden. Somehow Satan worked through that 

creature to tempt Eve to eat of the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil. He promised that it would 

make her like God, but it did the opposite. By 

committing that evil act of disobedience, she corrupted 

humanity and separated us from God. But when 

Immanuel reigns, Satan will be cast out. There will no 

longer be any falsehood or deception. Even snakes will 

become friendly. 

Best of all, our relationship with God will be fully 

restored. Everyone will know the Lord, not just facts 

about him but the experience of living in his presence. 
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Can you imagine a world like that? Isn't that what your 

heart longs for? Through Immanuel’s reign creation 

itself will be restored to perfection. 
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C h a r a c t e r i s t i c  3  

A  P e r f e c t  U n i t y  

Flags and banners are more than just decorations. 

They can be powerful symbols, rallying points, 

particularly on a field of battle. But the unity they 

inspire in one group typically involves separation from 

and opposition to some other group. When Immanuel 

reigns, however, the entire world will be united under 

the banner of one king. Isaiah 11:10 describes this unity 

by saying, 

In that day the root of Jesse, who shall stand 

as a signal for the peoples--of him shall the 



G O D  W I T H  U S  

 

244 

nations inquire, and his resting place shall be 

glorious. 

The root of Jesse will be the rallying point. There will 

be no more hatred, scheming, competition, or wars. 

Every nation on earth will look to him for guidance and 

wisdom. His glory will be on full display as he dwells 

on earth. 

The entire Old Testament points toward this goal. God 

chose Abram, promised him a land, and began to 

multiply his descendants so that they could be the 

central kingdom in a unified world. He gave the people 

of Israel his Law through Moses to begin to 

demonstrate true righteousness to other nations. But 

they failed to obey. He raised up David to lead them, 

but after his son Solomon died, they split into separate 

kingdoms, Judah in the south, and Israel or Ephraim 

in the north. 

By Isaiah’s time, the Lord was beginning to scatter 

them among the nations. The northern kingdom was 

conquered by the Assyrians and the southern kingdom 

would ultimately be led into exile by the Babylonians. 

Some of the people would return to the land under the 

Persians, but they were again scattered by the Greeks 
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and the Romans. When Immanuel reigns, he will 

gather all the people of Israel. Verses 11-12 tell us, 

In that day the Lord will extend his hand yet 

a second time to recover the remnant that 

remains of his people, from Assyria, from 

Egypt, from Pathros, from Cush, from Elam, 

from Shinar, from Hamath, and from the 

coastlands of the sea. He will raise a signal 

for the nations and will assemble the 

banished of Israel, and gather the dispersed 

of Judah from the four corners of the earth. 

But the gathering of the descendants of Israel, in and 

of itself, will not create true unity. They must 

experience a change of heart. Isaiah describes this 

transformation in verse 13 by saying, 

The jealousy of Ephraim shall depart, and 

those who harass Judah shall be cut off; 

Ephraim shall not be jealous of Judah, and 

Judah shall not harass Ephraim. 

Can you imagine a world without jealousy or 

harassment? Only Immanuel can bring about this kind 

of spiritual revolution. But those who refuse to seek the 

Lord will never experience that world. Immanuel’s 

reign will be preceded by a time of judgment. Isaiah 

describes it in verse 14 by saying, 
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But they shall swoop down on the shoulder 

of the Philistines in the west, and together 

they shall plunder the people of the east. 

They shall put out their hand against Edom 

and Moab, and the Ammonites shall obey 

them. 

Every barrier to unity will be removed. In verses 15-16, 

Isaiah says, 

And the LORD will utterly destroy the tongue 

of the Sea of Egypt, and will wave his hand 

over the River with his scorching breath, and 

strike it into seven channels, and he will lead 

people across in sandals. And there will be a 

highway from Assyria for the remnant that 

remains of his people, as there was for Israel 

when they came up from the land of Egypt. 

When Israel was trapped beside the sea in Egypt during 

the Exodus, the Lord parted it so that they passed 

through on dry ground. In the same way, when 

Immanuel reigns, nothing will prevent God’s people 

from coming together. There will be perfect unity.  

Aren’t you tired of the conflict that characterizes the 

world as we know it? It infects every nation, every 

family, and every relationship. We need Immanuel. 
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C h a r a c t e r i s t i c  4  

A  P e r f e c t  C e l e b r a t i o n  

Have you ever experienced intense thirst? Think of 

how it feels to be dehydrated on a hot summer day. 

Your mouth becomes dry. Your body starts to feel 

weak. Your head begins to ache. But when you finally 

get a drink of fresh cool water, it soothes, quenches, 

and invigorates. It is deeply satisfying. The reign of 

Immanuel will feel like that, so it will prompt a perfect 

celebration. 

Isaiah 12 describes how people will respond. They 

begin by expressing their gratitude to God. Verse 1 tells 

us, 
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You will say in that day: "I will give thanks to 

you, O LORD, for though you were angry 

with me, your anger turned away, that you 

might comfort me. 

Our fundamental problem is that we have all sinned 

against God. Our sin provokes him to anger. We 

deserve condemnation. So, we should fear his 

judgment, but God offers us comfort instead. How is 

that possible? Verse 2 says, 

Behold, God is my salvation; I will trust, and 

will not be afraid; for the LORD GOD is my 

strength and my song, and he has become my 

salvation. 

So, God saves us from himself. Isaiah does not explain 

how at this point, but later in verse 5 of chapter 53 he 

speaks of a servant of the Lord and says,  

“But he was pierced for our transgressions; 

he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him 

was the chastisement that brought us peace, 

and with his wounds we are healed.” 

God saved us from himself by sending Immanuel. 

Jesus suffered and died during his first coming so that 

we can enter his kingdom when he comes again. But we 

must receive that salvation. We must recognize that 
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there is no other way to be part of Immanuel’s reign. 

We must trust in Jesus. We must find strength and 

hope in him. He must become the theme song of your 

life. If that is how you relate to him, then you will 

experience what Isaiah describes in verses 3-4. He tells 

us, 

With joy you will draw water from the wells 

of salvation. And you will say in that day: 

"Give thanks to the LORD, call upon his 

name, make known his deeds among the 

peoples, proclaim that his name is exalted. 

When Immanuel reigns, our deepest thirst will be 

quenched. Jesus used this imagery in a conversation he 

had with a Samaritan woman beside a well. John 4:14 

tells us that he said, 

“…but whoever drinks of the water that I will 

give him will never be thirsty again. The 

water that I will give him will become in him 

a spring of water welling up to eternal life." 

We also find this imagery in Revelation 21:6. The one 

seated upon the throne says, 

"It is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, 

the beginning and the end. To the thirsty I 
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will give from the spring of the water of life 

without payment.” 

The hearts of those who experience that ultimate 

salvation will overflow with gratitude. But the words of 

celebration in Isaiah 12:4 are not reserved for that 

future kingdom. King David sung similar words as he 

brought the ark of God into Jerusalem (cf. 1 Chr 16:7-

9). Indeed, these words sum up the commitment that 

every believer should make as we await that day. We 

should call everyone around us to give thanks. We 

should urge them to call upon the name of the Lord. We 

should make his mighty deeds known and declare that 

his name will be exalted. Verses 5 and 6 continue this 

focus by saying, 

"Sing praises to the LORD, for he has done 

gloriously; let this be made known in all the 

earth. Shout, and sing for joy, O inhabitant of 

Zion, for great in your midst is the Holy One 

of Israel." 

True satisfaction comes from the presence of the Holy 

One of Israel. When that time comes, we will know true 

joy to its fullest extent. Of course, as we saw in chapter 

11, at that time the earth will be full of the knowledge of 

the Lord. But that is not the case now. For people to 
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share in that great kingdom, we must make God’s 

saving deeds known.  We should be so filled with hope 

that we reflect that future joy here and now. 

Immanuel’s reign will be characterized by celebration. 

C o n c l u s i o n  

Immanuel’s birth was just the beginning. From a lowly 

manger in Bethlehem, he grew up to become a 

powerful teacher who performed miraculous signs as 

previews of his kingdom. His people rejected him and 

crucified him, but as they did so, he satisfied the wrath 

of God and purchased our salvation. He rose from the 

dead and ascended into heaven, and one day he will 

return to reign as the perfect king in a perfect creation 

with a perfect unity that prompts a perfect celebration 

because God will be with us. 

Are you part of this great story? God invites you to 

believe in him and his Son. You can receive this 

salvation and share in this hope. Would you take that 

step today? Place your hope in Christ. If you want to 

learn more about what God has in store for the future, 

I encourage you to read the last two chapters in the 

New Testament, Revelation 21-22.  
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If you have this hope, is it reflected in your life? Are you 

filled with joy and thanksgiving? The problems of this 

world tempt us to spend all our time complaining. No 

matter how hard life gets, we know the end of the story. 

Keep trusting the Lord and drawing strength from his 

promise. Make known his deeds among all the peoples 

of the earth. 

May his glory shine through us! 

Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  F u r t h e r  R e f l e c t i o n  

1. Why do you think that so many people focus on 

Christ’s birth rather than his return? 

 

2. Which of these characteristics is most 

encouraging to you? Why? 

 

3. What are some practical ways that this hope 

should shape your life here and now? 
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