June 26
Lesson 4 (NIV)

GOD OFFERS DELIVERANCE

DEVOTIONAL READING: Isaiah 51:1-8
BACKGROUND SCRIPTURE: Isaiah 51

ISAIAH 51:1-8

1“Listen to me, you who pursue righteousness
and who seek the LORD:
Look to the rock from which you were cut
and to the quarry from which you were hewn;
2]ook to Abraham, your father,
and to Sarah, who gave you birth.
When I called him he was only one man,
and I blessed him and made him many.
3 The LorD will surely comfort Zion
and will look with compassion on all her ruins;
he will make her deserts like Eden,
her wastelands like the garden of the LORD.
Joy and gladness will be found in her,
thanksgiving and the sound of singing.
4 “Listen to me, my people;
hear me, my nation:
Instruction will go out from me;
my justice will become a light to the nations.
5 My righteousness draws near speedily,
my salvation is on the way,
and my arm will bring justice to the nations.
The islands will look to me
and wait in hope for my arm.
6 Lift up your eyes to the heavens,
look at the earth beneath;
the heavens will vanish like smoke,
the earth will wear out like a garment
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and its inhabitants die like flies.
But my salvation will last forever,
my righteousness will never fail.
7 “Hear me, you who know what is right,
you people who have taken my instruction to heart:
Do not fear the reproach of mere mortals
or be terrified by their insults.
8 For the moth will eat them up like a garment;
the worm will devour them like wool.
But my righteousness will last forever,
my salvation through all generations.”

KEY VERSE

Listen to me, you who pursue righteousness and who seek the LORD: Look to the rock from which
you were cut and to the quarry from which you were hewn.—Isaiah 51:1

PARTNERS IN A NEW CREATION

Unit 1: God Delivers and Restores

LESSONS 1—4

LESSON AIMS

After participating in this lesson, each learner will be able to:
1. Identify what endures and what does not.
2. Explain the connection between seeking righteousness and seeking the Lord.

3. State one way he or she will better pursue both righteousness and the Lord in the com-
ing week.

LESSON OUTLINE

Introduction
A. Look Both Ways?

B. Lesson Context
|. Look tothe Past (Isaiah 51:1-3)
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A. The Follower, the Seeker (v. 1a)
B. Remember Origins (vv. 1b—2)
The Rock
C. Expect Comfort (v. 3)
A Thriving City
Il. Look tothe Future (Isaiah 51:4-6)
A. “My People, My Nation” (v. 4a)
B. Coming Light (vv. 4b—5)
C. Everlasting Reign (v. 6)
[ll. Look Straight Ahead (Isaiah 51:7-8)
A. The Righteous at Heart (v. 7a)
B. Do Not Fear (vv. 7b—8)
Conclusion
A. Which Way?
B. Prayer
C. Thought to Remember

HOW TO SAY IT

Sela See-luh.

wadi wah-dee.

Introduction
A. Look Both Ways?

We've heard this since we were small children: “Look both ways before crossing a street,
and then cross when it’s safe.” That’s still good advice, but it is not adequate for the present
culture. Why? One reason is that there are so many more ways to be distracted than in the
past.

The distractions take place for those who walk, for drivers of automobiles, and those who
ride bicycles. At intersections it sometimes appears as if nobody looks. The pedestrians seem
oblivious to traffic lights, stop signs, and walkways. They are focused on things such as mak-
ing calls, reading text messages or e-books, or listening to a podcast or music. Those on
wheels are also seen looking at a device instead of at the road. The “look both ways” admoni-
tion is no longer enough. People also need to stay aware of their surroundings. The result is
that the old saying could be changed to “Look up, and then look both ways before crossing a
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street.”
This lesson will develop three “looks” that were given to the people of Judah: to look to the
past, the future, and straight into the present.

B. Lesson Context

The opening lines of Charles Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities are easily recognized by many
readers: “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.” The same words could be used to
describe Judah during Isaiah’s ministry (see lesson 3 Lesson Context). The best of times were
reflected in Judah’s economic and military prowess (Isaiah 2:7); the worst of times were
marked by the sin ofidolatry and consequent exile in Babylon (39:6—7).

In many ways, Judah’s punishment was an indictment of their false gods and of the sins
those “gods” condoned. The people had turned from the true God in spite of the great acts of
deliverance they had experienced as a nation, and the admonitions in the Ten Command-
ments to have no other gods or graven images (Exodus 20:3-6). And the exile did have a puri-
fying effect. Following the Babylonian captivity, Jewish idolatry was never a serious problem
again (though of course other issues arose). The Jews who returned stood firm on their faith-
ful foundation (see Isaiah 51:1b—2, below), no matter what foreign invaders tried to tempt
them with new gods. Though they had suffered through the worst of times, even better than
their previous best times were still ahead.

We can also assert that Babylon was punished for following their false gods. Had their
worship been rendered to God and concerned with justice and righteousness instead of acqui-
sition and power, the story of the Babylonian Empire would have been very different. In Isa-
iah 46—47 God mocked the Babylonians’ idolatry and its associated practices (see lesson 1).
The idols have to be carried, but God’s judgment would have them carried away (Isaiah 46:1).
Though the people bowed to gods that they made, the God of the heavens had declared their
end (46:10). Their “best of times” was about to come to a permanent close.

I. Look to the Past
(Isa1aH 51:1—3)

A. The Follower, the Seeker (v. 1a)

1a. “Listen to me, you who pursue righteousness and who seek the LORD:

Our text contains three calls to listen (see Isaiah 51:4, 7, below; compare 51:21; 52:8; see
also lesson 3). Each call in our text is followed by a two-part description of the people who are
being addressed. In each instance, the two phrases augment each other, adding depth to the
portrait of the listener.
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Undoubtedly you who pursue righteousness are the same as who seek the Lord. Those who
strive to be righteous want to live according to God’s laws and his will. In the case of Abra-
ham, even before the laws were revealed or the prophets had spoken, faith was declared to be
the basis of righteousness before God (Genesis 15:6; compare Romans 3:21—26; see Isaiah
51:1b—2, below). To seek is to have a goal and to search diligently to reach it. God is near those
who look for him (Deuteronomy 4:29; Matthew 7:7—8; Acts 17:24—28).

We can note the many philosophers who have sought to define the good life without feel-
ing the need to include God’s will in the equation. And we can think of people who say they
seek God but do not seem inclined to obey his law, choosing instead a “god” of their own
making. Any attempts that do not seek God and also strive to obey him will be lacking; these
do not lead to true or eternal life (John 14:5-17).

What Do You Think?
What circumstances distract or discourage you from seeking righteousness?
Digging Deeper
How can you prepare for those times now in order to continue seeking the Lord faithfully?

B. Remember Origins (vv. 1b—2)

1b—-2. “Look to the rock from which you were cut and to the quarry from which you
were hewn; look to Abraham, your father, and to Sarah, who gave you birth. When I
called him he was only one man, and I blessed him and made him many.

We might expect the rock to refer to God here, and for good reason. This image of origin,
deliverance, and safety in the Lord occurs with some frequency in the Old Testament (exam-
ples: 1 Samuel 2:2; Psalms 18:2, 31; 62:2, 6—7; Isaiah 17:10). In his farewell address Moses
charged that Israel had become unmindful of the “Rock” that had begotten them and had
forgotten that God had formed them (Deuteronomy 32:15, 18, 30—31). Isaiah might charge the
people of his day with the same. It would be entirely appropriate for Isaiah then to call the
righteous person to look to God as the one who formed and blessed the nation of Israel.

In context, Abraham actually seems to be referred to as the rock from which you were cut.
This is appropriate for the faithful to whom Isaiah speaks, since all who put their faith in God
and later in Christ are declared to be true children of Abraham (Galatians 3:7—9). In this way,
Abraham is the father because God called him and blessed him and made him many (see Genesis
12:1—3; Romans 4:16; 9:8).

Sarah then is likened to the quarry from which you were hewn. This unusual parallelism
would be a reference to her womb, which had to be emptied through birth in order for
descendants to be brought forth. Though Hagar bore Abraham a son who was blessed by asso-
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ciation with his father, Isaac was the child of promise through whom the promise of a nation
would be fulfilled (Genesis 17:19—21; Galatians 4:21-31).

The rock imagery eventually extends to Christ himself (Luke 20:17; 1 Peter 2:4, 7; compare
1 Corinthians 10:4). In Christ God’s people expanded beyond the boundaries of Abraham’s
family, just as God always intended. So it is appropriate to speak of being called in Christ
alone, of his blessing in ministry and blessing to us through his resurrected life, and of the
expansion of the church into all places. Remember the joy of salvation when you became a
Christian? Look back to the beginning of your walk with Christ for a refresher.

What Do You Think?
How does recounting your spiritual heritage strengthen your confidence in the Lord’s faithful-
ness?
Digging Deeper
What are some areas from earlier in your walk with Christ that you would like to make a bigger
part of your life today?

THE ROCK

Petra, in western Jordan, is the red-rock city carved out of “living stone.” It is believed by
many to be Sela (2 Kings 14:7; Isaiah 16:1; possibly also referenced in Judges 1:36; Isaiah 42:11).
Especially interesting to me when I visited was the eastern entrance. A narrow, half-mile
pathway down a wadi took us through a crevice in a wall of rock. At the end of the wadi, an
unforgettable view of the solid-rock city presented itself to us. Tradition says that wall is the
stone that Moses struck to get water for the people of Israel and the cleft in the rock is the fis-
sure through which water poured out (Exodus 17:1—7).

Remembering one’s solid foundation sets the tone for growth throughout life. Abraham
served as the solid foundation and example of faithful, righteous living for Israel. Today we
look to the one Abraham waited for—Jesus Christ. How will you honor your solid foundation?

—C.R.B.

C. Expect Comfort (v. 3)

3. “The LorD will surely comfort Zion and will look with compassion on all her ruins;
he will make her deserts like Eden, her wastelands like the garden of the LORD. Joy and
gladness will be found in her, thanksgiving and the sound of singing.

The destruction of Zion was complete and completely devastating—so much so that Judah
broadly and Jerusalem specifically were ruins (Nehemiah 1:3; 2:3, 17; Lamentations 1:1; 2:8—9,

Kenney, J. A., Nickelson, R. L., Stamps, T. Z., & Williams, M. K. (Eds.). (2021). The NIV Standard Lesson Commentary, 2021—
2022 (Vol. 28). Colorado Springs, CO: Standard Publishing.
Exported from Logos Bible Software, 2:50 PM June 9, 2022.



13). We might consider images we’ve seen of contemporary war zones to get an idea about the
complete annihilation of Jerusalem. It was not simply left empty-but-intact when the people
went into exile; the city was left in chaos, stones overthrown, buildings burned to the ground,
and likely even unburied human remains in the streets.

Only by imagining how complete and brutal the Babylonians’ conquest of Jerusalem was
can we imagine how good this news is. Deserts where a city once was is a lonesome, haunting
image; but a thriving Eden—a paradise—in its place is a hopeful, joyful image. In Eden, Adam
and Eve had worked, but easily; the ground was not yet cursed and God provided every good
thing they needed. They lived free of sin; they enjoyed each other’s company and even walked
with God (Genesis 2:15—25; 3:8). Nothing could be better for Jerusalem than for her wastelands
to become like the garden of the Lord. Add to that people who had experienced life outside of
such a paradise; the thanksgiving and sound of singing of returned exiles to such a place would
surely be a symphony of joy and gladness.

Joy is one characteristic of Christians (Galatians 5:22—23). Philippians 4:4 gives a double
command to rejoice, and in 1 Thessalonians 5:16 the admonition is to rejoice always. When
our life or our world seems like devastated Zion, our joy comes from the knowledge that God
has a greater plan. The destruction is not the end; and knowing that, we can experience joy,
no matter our temporary situation.

A THRIVING CITY

Are urban dwellers entitled to green space in their cities? The Parks for All nonprofit is
dedicated to “the creation, maintenance and beautification of public parks, playgrounds &
green space throughout New Orleans.” The organization holds that well-planned and main-
tained parks are key to thriving in a city. More city planners and other officials agree. And a
growing body of research asserts that green spaces are good for health —mental and
physical—and overall well-being of a city’s population.

God is well ahead of this urban trend, describing the newly rebuilt Jerusalem as an Eden;
even the New Jerusalem centers on a life-giving tree and river (Revelation 22:1—5; see lesson
12). The reconstructed Jerusalem would not be a perfect city on earth, but in both human
thriving and natural bounty, it would be a beautiful place and a sign of what God has in store
for his faithful people. Challenge yourself this week to go to one of your local parks and con-
sider the many and varied ways that God provides for you and your community.

—J. A. K.

Il. Look to the Future
(IsAlAH 51:4—6)
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A. “My People, My Nation” (v. 4a)

4a. “Listen to me, my people; hear me, my nation:

Listen and hear constitute one call to pay attention (see Isaiah 51:1, above). My people and
my nation continues to address the Jews, specifically the exiles in Babylon. In 51:1b—2 (above)
it’s clear that this call is to the descendants of Abraham; Isaiah does not need to be so explicit
here because of the specificity before.

B. Coming Light (vv. 4b-5)

4b. “Instruction will go out from me; my justice will become a light to the nations.

-

Visual for Lesson 4. Ask learners to consider this visual before answering the questions associated with verse 5.

This verse has parallels to a prophecy made in Isaiah 2:3—that God’s instruction would go
forth from Zion (see Micah 4:2). The servant was previously identified as the one to “bring
forth justice” and “[establish] justice on earth” (Isaiah 42:3—4). This is once again an indication
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that the Lord does not intend to hide the light from the nations but instead to draw them to
himself (compare Matthew 5:13—16).

5. “My righteousness draws near speedily, my salvation is on the way, and my arm
will bring justice to the nations. The islands will look to me and wait in hope for my
arm.

The pursuit of righteousness (Isaiah 51:1, above) is about to be rewarded. Salvation in the
Old Testament frequently refers to a very physical, earthy deliverance from evil and harm
(examples: 1 Chronicles 16:35; Psalm 27:1—9; Habakkuk 3:13). For this reason, many misun-
derstood Jesus’ mission of salvation as being one of political liberation in the vein of other
rebellious “messiahs” before him (example: Acts 5:36—37). In hindsight, however, we see that
this salvation is essentially spiritual in nature, given how Jesus would call people from all
nations—here the islands (compare Isaiah 11:11)—to come to him for deliverance from sin
(Acts 13:38—48). Only through spiritual wholeness can any other kind of thriving be antici-
pated.

Elsewhere the Lord directs the people to “Maintain justice and do what is right, for my
salvation is close at hand and my righteousness will soon be revealed” (Isaiah 56:1). There he
explicitly welcomes both strangers and eunuchs—people typically excluded from being part
of Israel—to be integral members of his people when they keep his law. One of Jesus’ final
commissions to the apostles shows a fulfillment of what had been prophesied by Isaiah. Just
before his ascension, Jesus said that the apostles were to be his witnesses to Jerusalem, Judea,
Samaria, and to the entire world (Acts 1:8). In Romans 1:16 Paul summarized these concepts
when he wrote that the gospel was for everyone who believes, to Jews and also to Gentiles.

The arm of the Lord is often associated with deliverance and justice (examples: Isaiah
30:30; 59:15b—16; Jeremiah 21:5; Ezekiel 20:33—34). Here his judgment is linked to the people’s
hope. Without the Lord’s promise to judge, it would be impossible to trust him. After all, how
could a good God who loves righteousness simply ignore evil? And if he did not have the
power to judge, that would be another reason for mistrust. But this God has the authority, the
will, and the power to judge the wicked and will protect all who place their trust in him.

What Do You Think?
How do you demonstrate God’s love for people in distant lands?
Digging Deeper
What opportunities does your community offer to show God’s love for all people?

C. Everlasting Reign (v. 6)

6a. “Lift up your eyes to the heavens, look at the earth beneath; the heavens will
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vanish like smoke, the earth will wear out like a garment and its inhabitants die like
flies.

To the casual observer the heavens and the earth seem permanent. But smoke drifts on the
wind and then dissipates. Wearing out like a garment suggests hard use, tearing, ripping,
outgrowing. These analogies suggest that, far from lasting forever, both heavens and earth
are quick to fall apart. Other passages also describe heaven and earth as being temporary
(Psalm 102:25—26; Matthew 24:35; 2 Peter 3:10). All creation only lasts as long as God chooses
to sustain it (Colossians 1:15—18).

Life is also described as fleeting (Job 7:7; Psalm 39:5, 11). Like the speed with which smoke
disappears or an old garment falls to shreds, so will its inhabitants die (Ecclesiastes 3:19). In
context, this refers to all living creations—death is the end. There’s no doubt it will happen;
there’s no preventing it.

What Do You Think?

In what ways is the impermanence of this world a comfort to you rather than a threat?
Digging Deeper

How does God's sustaining our fragile world give you reassurance about his love?

6b. “But my salvation will last forever, my righteousness will never fail.

In contrast to creatures, the earth, and even the heavens (Isaiah 51:6a, above), God’s salva-
tion and righteousness will never fail. The purpose of the coming of the Messiah was to grant
these things to the ones who come to Jesus through faith. In the end, no more will death or
sorrow afflict his people, because all of that will pass away with all else that is temporary
(Revelation 21:1—4; see lesson 10). And though sin has an end, righteousness will be the law of
the heavenly land where the saints live with God (2 Peter 3:13).

The Bible uses the figure of a walk or road to refer to the journey of life (examples: Psalm
1; John 14:6). In the spiritual realms there are only two ways. The “wide” gate and “broad”
road lead to destruction, and that is the easy way of life. It is the “small” gate and “narrow”
road that lead to true life (Matthew 7:13—14). It requires serious dedication and effort to walk
in God’s way, but it’s worth it.

lll. Look Straight Ahead
(Isa1AH 51:7-8)

A. The Righteous at Heart (v. 7a)
7a. “Hear me, you who know what is right, you people who have taken my instruc-
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tion to heart:

For the final time in this lesson, the audience is commanded to hear. As before, you who
know what is right are the very same people who have taken God’s instruction to heart. In Hebrew
thought, the heart was not only (or not primarily) the seat of emotions but, instead, of reason
and insight (examples: “conscience-stricken” 1 Samuel 24:5; 2 Samuel 24:10; “mind”
Nehemiah 5:7). This is not to say that those who had the law in their hearts did not love it;
plenty of poetry exists extolling God’s Word and its great benefit for those who learn from it
(examples: Psalms 37:30—31; 40:8—10; 119). From the time the law was given, God instructed
the people to hide it in their hearts and even gave them instructions on how to do so
(Deuteronomy 6:4—9; Jeremiah 31:31—34). And those who took their studies of the law seri-
ously spoke of the joy of a heart turned toward God (example: Psalm 119:2—3, 7, 10—11).

But for many generations, the people struggled to observe God’s laws the way they were
meant to. This is what got them into exile in the first place! To hear that God was speaking to
the righteous who loved his law would be heartening to them. God had not abandoned them
forever but had provided a way for them to return not only home but, more importantly, to
him (2 Chronicles 6:36—39). When God spoke to the prophet Ezekiel, the Lord explicitly
promised to give the people open hearts that would be disposed to hearing his word and obey-
ing it (Ezekiel 11:19—20; 14:4—5; 18:31; etc.).

B. Do Not Fear (vv. 7b-8)

7b—-8a. “Do not fear the reproach of mere mortals or be terrified by their insults. For
the moth will eat them up like a garment; the worm will devour them like wool.

Just like the earth and the heavens, the reproach of mere mortals and their insults last but a
moment before inevitably coming to nothing (see Isaiah 51:6a, above). The scorn of people
who do not seek righteousness, do not love God’s words, and do not care to follow the Lord is
fleeting indeed. It won’t even take a ferocious bear or fire or other massive force to destroy
them; the moth and the worm will suffice to judge those who speak against God’s people.

8b. “But my righteousness will last forever, my salvation through all generations.”

Righteousness and salvation are once again declared to last forever (see Isaiah 51:6b, above).
Through all generations is another way to express this unending time line. But the phrase
might bring to mind God’s faithfulness from generation to generation (example: Genesis
9:12—16). Though he brings judgment, he forgives too (example: Exodus 20:4—6). This salva-
tion is the last plan; there is no next salvation to come. Each generation is given the opportu-
nity to accept the gift.

What Do You Think?
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How do you manage feelings of fear when you feel threatened or unsafe?
Digging Deeper
How would redirecting your thoughts to seeking God help you react faithfully in that moment?

Conclusion

A. Which Way?

Looking to our past offers important insights: about faithfulness, examples to follow or
deviate from, the people and events that have shaped us. Isaiah prepared the nation to look
forward to Jesus, but we look to the past, present, and future when we look to him. The salva-
tion work Jesus has done is the reason for our joy in the present and our hope in the future. So
when you think about whether to look to the past, present, or future, the answer is: all three!
Look to Christ and his ministry, his sacrifice, his death and resurrection. Look to the body of
Christ that continues to call the world to repent of sins and be reconciled to God. And look to
the glorious future when God’s promises of eternal life will no longer be a hope but our
present, eternal reality.

B. Prayer

Thank you, Lord, for these reminders that you have always loved and admonished your
people. As we leave class now, we ask for wisdom in making the tough decisions that are
ahead of us this week. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.

C. Thought to Remember

Hear that? God is calling.

INVOLVEMENT LEARNING

Enhance your lesson with NIV Bible Student ( from your curriculum supplier) and the reproducible
activity page (at www.standardlesson.com or in the back of the NIV Standard Lesson
Commentary Deluxe Edition).

Into the Lesson

Have learners pretend they are 12 years old again. Ask volunteers to use one word to
describe life before they turned 12. Then ask for one word that describes life while they were

Kenney, J. A., Nickelson, R. L., Stamps, T. Z., & Williams, M. K. (Eds.). (2021). The NIV Standard Lesson Commentary, 2021—
2022 (Vol. 28). Colorado Springs, CO: Standard Publishing.
Exported from Logos Bible Software, 2:50 PM June 9, 2022.



12. Then have them imagine what word their 12-year-old self would supply for what they
thought the future would be like. How far off would that word be from where the learner is
today? Option. Instead of discussing as a class, break learners into pairs or small groups.

Alternative. Distribute the “What Are You Searching For?” exercise from the activity page,
which you can download. Allow learners one minute to individually find as many words
related to today’s lesson as they can before allowing them to work in pairs for a few minutes
longer. Allow time briefly to discuss the final answer together.

After either activity, say, “In today’s lesson, we will see how God turns his people’s focus in
different directions to help them become oriented to who he is and who he has called them to
be.”

Into the Word

Say, “This passage is addressed to those who follow after or pursue righteousness and seek
the Lord. How are these two things connected?” Give participants an opportunity to share
and discuss. Ask them to share verses that speak to this connection. Examples may include 2
Samuel 23:3; Psalms 5:8; 35:28; Jeremiah 9:24; Romans 4:24; contrast Isaiah 26:10.

Then ask a volunteer to read Isaiah 51:1—8. Divide the class into three groups. Ask each
group to consider this passage from one of these points of view: The Past Group will offer
insight into how the past would offer Isaiah’s original audience confidence in God’s promises;
The Present Group will explore how the original audience’s present circumstances might
impede their believing what Isaiah said; The Future Group will consider how to interpret this
passage and its fulfillment—both for Isaiah and for the future—in light of what we know
about Jesus and his fulfillment of Scripture. Each group should offer other verses that back up
their thinking. Consult the commentary text as needed to help inform the groups’ work.

After they discuss, have each group report their conclusions to the whole group. Consider
what benefits and drawbacks, if any, these three perspectives have when hearing this
prophecy or others like it.

Alternative. Divide the class into four small groups. Distribute to each group the “Look
Around!” exercise from the activity page. Ask the groups to study and discuss the verses
together, completing as directed. Then bring the class back together to discuss further.

Into Life

If the class participated in the original Into the Word activity, ask them to remain in their
groups to consider how the past, present, and future perspectives can also aid or hinder spiri-
tual growth in the church. They should consider how using these three perspectives might
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give them different insight in Sunday school class, while listening to a sermon, or in their
individual devotional time.

Ask a volunteer to read Matthew 6:31—33. Ask, “How can we seek the Lord and pursue
righteousness this week?” Discuss this in broad terms as a class before dividing into pairs (or
small groups).

Invite the pairs to discuss further and come up with practical, actionable ways they can
seek the Lord and pursue righteousness this week in thought, word, and deed. Pass out note-
cards and ask each individual to write down one of their ideas to pursue in the week ahead.
Encourage them by adding that volunteers will be asked to share their experience or any aha
moments they had at the beginning of class next week.
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