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ix

Foreword

Books that share the name of a prophet are generally over-
looked today by Bible readers. We have convinced ourselves that 
the vast difference in time and custom between their world and 
our own presents a chasm too great for us to cross. In addition, 
their literary dependence on formal discourse is at odds with 
our preferred style of casual conversation. Further, knowing 
how these ancient works should be applied to contemporary 
readers appears to require an art form beyond our own set of 
skills. And if these reasons are not enough, the sheer length of a 
book like Isaiah can often deter us. Yes, truth be told, we often 
pass over the prophetic books, especially one like Isaiah, in favor 
of others we consider to be more accessible, easy to finish, and 
ready to apply.

Yet we should know that our persistent neglect of Isaiah can’t 
be a good thing. After all, this prophetic book had an enormous 
role in establishing God’s “good news” in the world. Isaiah is 
quoted in the New Testament more than any other book in the 
Old Testament. Mark chose to open and explain his gospel with 
it. The whole of Paul’s literary corpus made extensive use of it. 
Philip was able to lead a man to Christ by it. And Jesus went so 
far as to ground his entire ministry in it (Luke 4:16–21).

Given Isaiah’s place of prominence in the gospel, perhaps it is 
time for us to commit to the work of reading and understanding 

Nielson_Isaiah.indd   9 5/4/11   5:32:06 PM



x 

Foreword

it well. After all, according to the apostolic gospel, a careful read-
ing of Isaiah refreshes the one who truly desires a heart that is 
warm toward God. For here, we see the heart of God expressed 
in the fullness of his just judgments and mercy. Isaiah lived dur-
ing the days of Judah’s lesser savior-kings—and he served God 
by proclaiming to them (and to us) that God’s greater One 
was yet to come. Through Isaiah’s prophecy, God’s people were 
given a just sentence for their failings, comfort for their sins, 
and a reason for their hope. In short, Isaiah presents us with 
a God who keeps all his promises—including the good news 
of rebuilding a people for relationship with him by sending us 
his promised Son. Who can read this work and not sit in rapt 
attention to the songs that only God’s Suffering Servant could 
rightly sing? But who can read this book and not end up singing 
a new song of praise to God for the salvation he brings through 
the coming of his King?

In preparing these studies on the prophet Isaiah, Kathleen 
Nielson has done all of us a huge favor. By that I mean she has 
already done much of the heavy lifting. In doing so, she has 
cleared the way for us to come to a better understanding of this 
part of God’s Word. Her commentary guides us across terrain 
we first thought impassible. Her writing style both piques and 
retains our interest along the way. And her routine attention 
to questions of application will bring the message of the book 
home to our hearts on a regular basis. If you are someone who 
has not yet read and studied Isaiah over a definite period of 
time, I can only say that at some level I envy you—for there is 
nothing quite like coming across treasures of this magnitude 
for the first time!

David R. Helm
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A Personal Word  
from Kathleen

I began to write these Bible studies for the women in my own 
church group at College Church in Wheaton, Illinois. Under 
the leadership of Kent and Barbara Hughes, the church and that 
Bible study aimed to proclaim without fail the good news of 
the Word of God. What a joy, in that study and in many since, 
to see lives changed by the work of the Word, by the Spirit, for 
the glory of Christ.

In our Bible study group, we were looking for curriculum 
that would lead us into the meat of the Word and teach us how 
to take it in, whole Bible books at a time—the way they are given 
to us in Scripture. Finally, one of our leaders said, “Kathleen—
how about if you just write it!” And so began one of the most 
joyful projects of my life: the writing of studies intended to help 
unleash the Word of God in people’s lives. The writing began 
during a busy stage of my life—with three lively young boys and 
always a couple of college English courses to teach—but through 
that stage and every busy one since, a serious attention to study-
ing the Bible has helped keep me focused, growing, and alive in 
the deepest ways. The Word of God will do that. If there’s life 
and power in these studies, it is simply the life and power of 
the Scriptures to which they point. It is ultimately the life and 
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power of the Savior who shines through all the Scriptures from 
beginning to end. How we need this life, in the midst of every 
busy and non-busy stage of our lives!

I don’t think it is just the English teacher in me that leads me 
to this conclusion about our basic problem in Bible study these 
days: we’ve forgotten how to read! We’re so used to fast food that 
we think we should be able to drive by the Scriptures periodically 
and pick up some easily digestible truths that someone else has 
wrapped up neatly for us. We’ve disowned that process of careful 
reading, observing the words, seeing the shape of a book and a 
passage, asking questions that take us into the text rather than 
away from it, and digging into the Word and letting it speak! 
Through such a process, guided by the Spirit, the Word of God 
truly feeds our souls. Here’s my prayer: that, by means of these 
studies, people would be further enabled to read the Scriptures 
profitably and thereby find life and nourishment in them, as we 
are each meant to do.

In all the busy stages of life and writing, I have been continu-
ally surrounded by pastors, teachers, and family who encourage 
and help me in this work, and for that I am grateful. The most 
wonderful guidance and encouragement come from my husband, 
Niel, whom I thank and for whom I thank God daily.

May God use these studies to lift up Christ and his Word, 
for his glory!
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Introduction

What a treasure we have in the book of Isaiah: God’s inspired 
word through his prophet; some of the most beautiful poetry in the 
Bible; a theological masterpiece (sometimes called the “Romans of 
the Old Testament”); a glimpse into God’s perspective on human 
history; a magnificent presentation of his redemptive plan. Isaiah is a 
large book, not just in number of words and chapters. The prophet’s 
“vision” (Isa. 1:1) given to him as the very word of the Lord (Isa. 1:2) 
involves insight into truths that stretch from creation to the final 
day, from Mount Zion in Jerusalem to the Zion that will someday 
encompass the whole re-created earth. Isaiah was enabled by God 
to see and to communicate what the course of history looks like to 
the one who ordains all of it. It is a dizzying prospect.

The goal in writing this study has not been to simplify this com-
plex book, but to encourage and enable people to read it with growing 
understanding and joy. Often we hear the better-known passages 
from Isaiah (especially at Christmas and Easter), and we sense that 
they form part of a great, huge work, but we lack a grasp of the whole 
book and just how these wonderful passages fit in. That grasp is truly 
accessible with some hard work and steady, prayerful reading—and 
with the aid of the Holy Spirit who promises to help us understand. 
We will not end by having mastered all the deep intricacies and 
treasures of Isaiah; the goal here is to end by having understood 
the shape and themes of the book, by having read it through and 
examined it with loving care, and by having prepared ourselves for 
further, lifelong study and delight in this book. In order to create just 
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24 lessons, it has been necessary to bite off some large chunks—all 
of which would bear more detailed study. However, the benefit of 
pushing through the whole book is that we indeed gain a sense of 
the whole and of how beautifully the parts hold together. Even as 
we push through, though, there cannot help but be many moments 
of pausing to marvel over individual verses and passages. Isaiah will 
stop us often, taking our breath away with the beauty of his vision 
and the personal voice of God speaking to us, his people.

Reading this book with understanding and joy will neces-
sarily involve connecting with it personally. However, this will 
not always mean that we will go away from a lesson with a list of 
things we can do to apply the text. Sometimes this may mean we 
are changed by understanding more about God’s marvelous plan 
of redemption of which we are a part. The most fundamental 
revelation of Isaiah is a revelation of God and how he works his 
redemptive plan through all of history: that is why Day Five of each 
lesson asks first a question focusing on what we have seen about 
God in the text. Of course, then, our role is to take this revelation 
into our hearts, apply it in our prayers—and, yes, live according to 
it. That was the problem with God’s people in Isaiah’s time: they 
did not believe and so live according to the truth they had been 
given about God in his Law and through his prophets.

To apply this book, we should first apply it to ourselves as the 
people of God. The line of connection from the Jews of Jerusalem 
does not move to America or any other nation; it does not move first 
even to individual believers; it moves first to the church, the body of 
Christ. As the apostle Paul puts it, “It is those of faith who are the sons 
of Abraham. And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify 
the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, 
saying, ‘In you shall all the nations be blessed’” (Gal. 3:7–8). Isaiah 
preaches this very message, pointing repeatedly to a faithful remnant 
of the Jews who will someday grow into God’s gathered people from 
all the nations. Being Jewish didn’t do it: Israel and even Judah, as we 
shall see, get piled right in there with all the other nations judged for 
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their sin. But trust in the Lord for salvation and resulting heartfelt 
obedience to his law did do it—for the believing remnant and for all 
those of faith who would come after, including us. Isaiah lets us see 
ourselves as part of a called-out people of faith from all the nations 
of the world. It also spurs us on to spread that faith to all the nations, 
until the day when Jesus comes again.

The seed of Abraham points not only to the body of believ-
ers God will gather in; the seed points most fundamentally to the 
promised one who came from Abraham’s seed to accomplish this 
salvation for God’s people, who clearly cannot do it for themselves. 
Abraham’s seed grew into a great nation that eventually established 
itself as a kingdom in the land God promised. God’s promises 
unfolded to reveal a coming king from that seed and specifically 
from the tribe of Judah and the line of David—a king who would 
reign forever. As the Jewish kings came and went, and as the king-
dom split into two parts which both declined and eventually were 
conquered, God’s faithful people held on to his promise. Isaiah 
showed them how to do that by revealing the Promised One as 
a divine king, as a servant, and then as a conqueror who would finally 
come and rule over all the world. In pointing to Jesus Christ, the 
promised Messiah in the line of David, Isaiah gives hope to God’s 
people in a time of darkness and collapse.

By the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, Isaiah was enabled to point 
to the Messiah. With the help of the Holy Spirit may we see Jesus our 
Savior in this book, either more clearly or perhaps for the first time. 
Not only in the New Testament but also in the Old, and particularly 
in Isaiah, Jesus Christ shines out as the one in whom God provides 
forgiveness of sins and saving hope. Salvation means being delivered 
not only into fellowship with God and God’s people but also from his 
judgment. God’s title repeated throughout Isaiah is “the Holy One 
of Israel.” A holy and just God must judge sin, and Isaiah makes 
God’s judgment vivid, both throughout history and on that last day 
to which Isaiah often refers—a day not only of final salvation but 
also of final judgment. In this context of God’s holy wrath, we see 
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redemption shining out all the more brilliantly in Isaiah. Isaiah’s name 
in the Hebrew means “The Lord saves”; that is what this book is all 
about. That is what the Bible is all about. With good reason, Isaiah 
is quoted in the New Testament more than all the other prophets 
combined. We shall see examples and learn from the way the New 
Testament interprets the Old—always pointing to Jesus.

Lesson One will provide more specific introduction to the 
book. One comment about the much-debated issue of authorship: 
the first lesson treats this issue and exposes the controversies, but 
it does so from the perspective of one committed to the prophet 
Isaiah as single author of a unified book. Further discussion can be 
found in the works listed in the Notes—especially in Alec Motyer’s 
Isaiah, which has been a hugely helpful background source for the 
writing of the study. Motyer’s discussion of Isaiah’s authorship is 
extremely clear and well presented, in both his introduction and 
his appendix.1 All the listed bibliographical sources can be helpful, 
but I encourage first and foremost a careful reading of the text 
of Isaiah itself. Included in the course of the lessons are many 
notes (more than in my other studies) concerning background 
and context, which should provide enough information to read 
the text with basic understanding—and that is the goal.

Do spend your study time focusing on the Word, passage 
by passage, as this study leads you to do. Some of the questions 
may seem easier or harder; they reflect the complexity of this 
beautiful, many layered book. That said, I encourage you to use 
the questions flexibly. If one seems difficult, don’t let it halt you; 
keep moving! There may be some questions, or parts of some, 
that you might want to wait on or come back to. The point is to 
spend the great majority of time taking in and musing on the 
Scripture itself. The Bible’s living and active words are the words 
that change our hearts and lives, by the power of the Spirit.

May God, through his Spirit, open our ears and our eyes to 
the Word of the Lord through his prophet Isaiah.

1. Alec Motyer, Isaiah: An Introduction and Commentary (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 1999), 27–35, 297–301.
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Lesson 1
The Lord Has Spoken

What a huge and happy prospect: to read this monumental 
book from beginning to end. This introductory lesson will help 
prepare us to read Isaiah with its contexts clear: the prophetic 
context, the historical context, and the literary context.

Day One—The Prophetic Context

 1. The opening verse might serve as a heading for the whole 
book, as the prophet introduces this “vision”—a word 
that denotes a special revelation from God. First, read 
Isaiah 1:1–2b (i.e., through the second line of v. 2), and 
write down several specific observations about how the 
prophet Isaiah presents his book. (See also Isa. 2:1, intro-
ducing an initial section of the book.)
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 2. In the Bible, a prophet is one who communicates the 
words of God. What similarities do you notice in com-
paring the opening verses of Jeremiah (1:1–2), Amos 
(1:1–3), and Micah (1:1–2) with those of Isaiah?

 3. How do the prophets fit in to the Bible’s story? Early 
on, there were non-writing prophets, who spoke God’s word 
but did not compile their prophecies in books. As you 
read the following verses, write down observations about 
some of these early prophets.

 a. Exodus 34:29–33; Deuteronomy 34:10–12
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 b. 1 Samuel 3:19–21

 c. 1 Kings 21:17–19

 4. Moving through the Old Testament in English, we find 
the writing prophets beginning with Isaiah and ending with 
Malachi. These prophets are classified as “major” and 
“minor” simply depending on the length of their writ-
ings. (Isaiah is major!) They spoke into a dark part of 
the story. God had promised to bless the descendants of 
Abraham and all the nations of the earth through them. 
Yet, after God redeemed them from slavery in Egypt, 
gave them the law to show them how to live, and settled 
them in the land he had promised them—even after 
all that, they turned away from God. As they became 
great, they disobeyed God and suffered disastrous con-
sequences. The prophetic books generally address at 
least four central themes: the people’s disobedience, the 
resulting punishment and exile from their land, a call to heed 
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God’s Word, and God’s gracious promises to restore them. Look 
briefly through Isaiah 1:18–26. What phrases evidence 
these four themes?

 5. The writing prophets pointed not only to the relatively 
near future of exile and restoration but also to the distant 
future: to the heavenly prophet who would come and 
perfectly fulfill all God’s promises to his people. Com-
ment briefly, as you read the following verses, on how 
the New Testament brings the climax toward which all 
the Old Testament prophets were pointing?

 a. Mark 1:1–9
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 b. Hebrews 1:1–2

Day Two—The Historical Context

 1. Look through the General Timeline and the Detailed 
Timeline on pages 358–59. What general observations 
would you make about the historical period during which 
Isaiah prophesied?

 2. Examine also the map of Isaiah’s world, which gen-
erally suggests the territory of the Assyrian Empire 
(700s B.C.) and then the Babylonian Empire (later 

Nielson_Isaiah.indd   5 5/4/11   5:32:06 PM



6 

Isa i ah

600s–500s B.C.). What do you notice? What strikes 
you, in relation to the world today?

Although his message applied to all God’s people (and all 
nations of the world), Isaiah spoke mainly to Judah, the south-
ern kingdom composed of the tribes of Judah and Benjamin, 
with Jerusalem as the capital city. Early in the growth of God’s 
people under kings in this promised land, the northern ten 
tribes separated themselves and made Samaria their capital. 
(The northern kingdom was called Israel, although “Israel” 
could still refer to all God’s people.) The southern kingdom 
of Judah, which stayed faithful to the kingly line of David, in 
general disobeyed God less thoroughly and consistently. Judah’s 
captivity and exile at the hands of the Babylonians (which Isaiah 
foresaw) came much later than Israel’s captivity and exile at 
the hands of the Assyrians. It was the exiles from Judah who 
were allowed finally to return to their land after the exile—as 
Isaiah also foresaw.

 3. In Isaiah 1:1, find the four kings of Judah under whose 
reigns Isaiah lived. As you look through the follow-
ing background chapters from the historical books, 
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what general observations would you make about 
each king?

 a. Uzziah (2 Chron. 26)

 b. Jotham (2 Chron. 27)

 c. Ahaz (2 Chron. 28)

 d. Hezekiah (2 Chron. 29)
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Day Three—Literary Context, Part I:  
The Book’s Shape and Theme

 1. It is crucial at the start to grasp the shape of the entire 
book, so that each section will find its place within the 
whole. Read Isaiah 1:21–23, and then 66:10–14. What 
transformation do you see in this book, which has some-
times been called a “tale of two cities”?

Judah’s center was Jerusalem, and the center of Jerusalem 
was the temple on Mount Zion. This was the place where 
God showed his presence with his people and where they 
came to worship and offer sacrifices. Isaiah uses Jerusalem, 
as we shall see, to mean not only the physical city but also 
the spiritual reality to which that city points: the New Jeru-
salem, the people of God gathered in his presence forever. The 
overarching shape of Isaiah’s prophecy might be expressed 
as the transformation of Jerusalem from disobedience and destruction to 
eternal life and communion with God.

 2. But there’s more. This transformation will be accom-
plished through a particular figure, one who in Isaiah’s 
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first section rules as the perfect king, in contrast with the 
imperfect kings on every side.1

 a. After the Preface in chapters 1–5 comes the opening 
call to Isaiah in chapter 6. What do you notice about 
the king in Isaiah 6:1?

 b. The book’s first main section (chapters 7–39) is framed 
by two “bookend” stories of kings under attack. What 
similarities do you notice in Isaiah 7:1–8 and 36:1–2?

 3. First, then, chapters 1–39 focus on the king, through prophe-
cies based in the Assyrian-dominated period leading to the 
northern kingdom’s fall and exile. The second large sec-
tion (chapters 40–55) focuses on a servant figure, looking 
ahead to the suffering of Judah during its exile under the 

1. The book’s main sections are generally acknowledged. However, I want to 
mention that my thinking about these sections has been greatly influenced by Alec 
Motyer’s especially clear and helpful Isaiah: An Introduction and Commentary (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1999).
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Babylonians. These chapters also foresee the suffering of 
the Servant who will come to redeem this suffering people. 
Read and comment briefly on Isaiah 42:1–4.

 4. Finally, in chapters 56–66, which foresee the return 
from exile (and a restoration that stretches far into the 
future), Isaiah envisions a conqueror who will restore God’s 
people. Read and comment briefly on Isaiah 61:1–7.

Many modern commentators have noted these sections and 
claimed the existence of two or three different writers of this book. 
After all, how could one man living when Isaiah lived foresee all the 
events prophesied in these chapters? The key word is “prophesied,” 
which implies a message given by God, who knows all of history before 
it happens. The words God gave Isaiah form a unified book, one that 

Nielson_Isaiah.indd   10 5/4/11   5:32:07 PM



11

The Lord Has Spoken

reveals a God who not only knows but indeed sovereignly determines 
all of human history—for his glorious saving purposes in the one 
who is the King, the Servant of the Lord, and the eternal Conqueror. 
Through this one the Lord will save his people forever in that New Jerusalem. This is 
the overarching and consistent theme of Isaiah’s prophecy.

For a summary review of Isaiah’s shape, please consult the 
outline on pages 355–56.

Day Four—Literary Context, Part II:  
The Book’s Style

Isaiah is celebrated as a literary masterpiece not only because 
of its beautifully unified shape but also because of its master-
ful use of language. Critics have discerned a difference in style 
between the first section (chapters 1–39) and the others: the 
first section communicates in more of a preaching style, with 
perhaps less-exalted poetry than the rest of the book. It does not 
necessarily follow, however, that different writers were at work. 
Isaiah, at different times in his life, had varying and probably 
increasing amounts of time, experience, and understanding from 
which to draw in his inspired writing. His growing poetic depth 
only enhances the book’s consistent thematic focus.

 1. Isaiah combines varying writing styles throughout. What 
differences do you note in style and subject between 
chapters 35 and 36?
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The whole book of Isaiah combines poetry (as in chapter 35) 
with prose (as in chapter 36). Some of the prose tells a story in 
narrative form, as in chapter 36, and some is closer to poetry 
(see chapter 4).

We should notice the poetry! Hebrew poetry is character-
ized by units of parallel meaning, which we see in lines balanced 
against each other—usually with the second (and sometimes 
a third) line indented. Three kinds of parallelism are generally 
acknowledged:
 • Sometimes the second line continues the meaning 

of the first (synthetic parallelism).
 • Sometimes the second line contrasts with the mean-

ing of the first (antithetic parallelism).
 • Sometimes the second line repeats in some way the 

meaning of the first (synonymous parallelism).

 2. In Isaiah 1:3, for example, we find two sets of synonymous 
parallelism. How does each second line deepen while 
basically repeating the thought of the first?

 3. Besides parallelism, another central characteristic of 
Hebrew poetry—and most poetry—is the use of imagery 
(picture language). Taking time to notice and muse on 
the imagery is a crucial part of understanding especially 
the poetic parts of God’s Word. Consider the pictures 
in verse 3 and verse 18 of chapter 1, for example. What 
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do these different pictures make you see, and what do 
they communicate?

 4. The poem in Isaiah 5:1–7 develops one central image. 
What is that image, and what does it make you see and 
understand?

 5. Why do you think God gave us so much of his Word in 
poetic form?
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Day Five—Jumping In

 1. This lesson has aimed to provide context for the book of 
Isaiah. The book’s preface in chapters 1–5 provides its own 
introductory context, setting the tone and themes for all 
that follows. On this final day, simply read through this 
preface, not stopping to figure everything out as you go. 
We will study it more in depth. But in this read-through, 
be on the lookout for themes that emerge repeatedly—
themes this lesson has introduced and themes that will 
shape the entire book. Look for the initial unfolding of 
the main theme: that God will save his people forever in the New 
Jerusalem, through his promised King/Servant/Conqueror. Be pray-
ing, as you read, for eyes to see the Lord God who reveals 
himself through the words of this book.

 2. In light of what we have seen so far, what would you pray 
as you begin to study this book? Write a prayer, asking 
God for his own guidance as you study, and thanking 
him for the gift of his revelation to us in Isaiah.
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