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			Introduction

		

		
			Think about the teacher who changed your life. Not the easy one who let you coast. The one who was hard on you. The one who handed back your paper covered in red ink and said, “You can do better than this.” The one who made you redo the assignment, not because she enjoyed watching you struggle, but because she knew what you were capable of and refused to let you settle for less.

			Now think about what happened when things got really bad. When your parents were going through something. When you lost someone. When the bottom dropped out. That same tough teacher was the one who pulled you aside, looked you in the eye, and said, “I’m here. You’re going to make it through this. I’m not going anywhere.”

			Same person. Same voice. Two very different messages, but the same heart behind both of them.

			That’s the book of Isaiah. It is the longest prophetic book in the Bible, and it sounds like two completely different books. The first half thunders with judgment. God brings charges against his people like a prosecutor in a courtroom. He calls them rebels, hypocrites, a vineyard that produced rotten fruit. He warns that armies are coming, that cities will burn, that exile is certain. It’s relentless. It’s uncomfortable. It pulls no punches.

			And then the tone shifts. “Comfort, comfort my people, says your God.” Suddenly the same voice that was prosecuting is now consoling. The same God who announced judgment now promises restoration. Sins like scarlet will be made white as snow. The blind will see. The lame will leap. The dead will live. A servant will bear the sins of the world. Death itself will be swallowed up forever. And at the very end, God will create new heavens and a new earth where sorrow is a memory and joy never ends.

			Same God. Same voice. Two very different messages, but the same heart behind both of them.

			If you read only the first half of Isaiah, you’ll think God is angry and nothing else. If you read only the second half, you’ll think God is gentle and nothing else. You need both to understand who he really is: a God whose love is so fierce that he will not ignore what’s destroying his people, and so deep that he will pay the ultimate price to bring them home.

			Why Isaiah Matters

			The prophet Isaiah lived and worked in Jerusalem during one of the most dangerous periods in Israel’s history. He began his ministry around 740 BC, the year King Uzziah died, and continued for at least four decades through the reigns of Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah. During that time, the world was being reshaped by the rise of the Assyrian Empire, the most brutal military machine the ancient world had ever seen. Nation after nation fell before Assyria’s armies. The northern kingdom of Israel was destroyed in 722 BC, its people scattered and never heard from again. Judah, the southern kingdom where Isaiah lived, survived, but barely. By the time Sennacherib’s army camped outside Jerusalem’s walls in 701 BC, almost every other city in Judah had already been conquered.

			Isaiah spoke into that crisis. But he also spoke beyond it. He saw further into the future than almost any other prophet in the Old Testament. He predicted the rise and fall of Babylon, named a Persian king called Cyrus more than a century before Cyrus was born, and described the suffering and death of God’s servant in terms so precise that the earliest Christians read the passage and recognized the cross.

			The New Testament quotes Isaiah more than any other Old Testament book except the Psalms. When John the Baptist announced Jesus, he used Isaiah’s words. When Jesus launched his ministry in Nazareth, he read from Isaiah’s scroll. When Philip met the Ethiopian official on a desert road, the man was reading Isaiah. When Paul explained the gospel to the Romans, he reached for Isaiah. This book is woven so deeply into the fabric of the New Testament that you cannot fully understand Jesus without it.

			Where We Are in the Story

			To understand why Isaiah’s message was necessary, you need to know where the story stood. God had rescued his people from slavery in Egypt, brought them through the wilderness, and settled them in the land he promised to Abraham. He gave them his law at Sinai, his presence in the tabernacle, and eventually a king in David whose throne was supposed to last forever.

			But by Isaiah’s day, things had gone badly wrong. The people were still showing up at the temple, still going through the motions of worship, but their lives told a different story. The rich were exploiting the poor. Judges were taking bribes. Widows and orphans were ignored. The leaders trusted foreign alliances more than they trusted God. And underneath it all, the slow poison of idolatry was eating away at the nation’s soul.

			God sent Isaiah to confront all of it. Not because he had given up on his people, but because he hadn’t.

			What You’re About to Read

			Here’s where we’re headed in this book:

			Chapters 1–5 open with God’s case against his people, climaxing in the famous vineyard song where God asks, “What more could I have done for my vineyard?”

			

			Chapters 6–12 tell the story of Isaiah’s calling in the temple, the crisis with King Ahaz, and some of the most stunning messianic prophecies ever written: “For to us a child is born,” and “A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse.”

			Chapters 13–27 broaden the view to include God’s messages to the nations of the ancient world, and build to a vision of a feast on God’s mountain where death itself is swallowed up forever.

			Chapters 28–35 return to the question that haunts the entire book: will God’s people trust him or trust something else?

			Chapters 36–39 tell the dramatic story of King Hezekiah, the Assyrian siege of Jerusalem, and the fateful decision that set the stage for everything that follows. These four chapters are the hinge of the entire book. Everything before them looks toward the Assyrian crisis. Everything after looks toward Babylon.

			Chapters 40–48 open the second great movement of the book with the words “Comfort, comfort my people.” Here God declares that he alone is God, that idols are nothing, and that he will use a pagan king named Cyrus to bring his people home.

			Chapters 49–55 contain the climax of the entire book: the suffering servant of chapter 53, who is pierced for our transgressions and crushed for our iniquities, followed by the great invitation of chapter 55 to come and drink freely from the waters of grace.

			Chapters 56–66 carry the vision all the way to its conclusion: new heavens and a new earth, a world where wolves lie down with lambs, where God wipes every tear from every face, and where his presence fills creation the way light fills a room.

			Before You Start

			A few things to keep in mind before you start.

			Isaiah is long. Sixty-six chapters, more than any other prophet. Some sections move quickly through dramatic stories. Others slow down into dense poetry that takes patience to absorb. Both kinds matter.

			Isaiah deals with hard things. War, exile, suffering, the failure of leaders, the silence of God. These are not easy topics, but they are honest ones. Isaiah never pretends that life with God is simple. He shows us a world where faithfulness is costly and where God’s people often choose the wrong path. But he also shows us a God who doesn’t walk away.

			Isaiah points to Jesus on nearly every page. The Immanuel prophecy, the child called Wonderful Counselor, the shoot from Jesse’s stump, the suffering servant, the anointed preacher of good news, the one who proclaims the year of the Lord’s favor. Thread after thread leads to the same place: a stable in Bethlehem, a cross on a hill, and an empty tomb.

			And Isaiah ends where the whole Bible ends: with a new creation. The garden that was lost in Genesis is restored in Isaiah 65. The curse that fell in Eden is lifted. The story that began with God walking with his people in the cool of the day ends with God dwelling among them forever.

			That’s where we’re going. From courtroom to garden. From judgment to comfort. From a vineyard that produced rotten fruit to a new earth where every vine bursts with life.

			The journey starts with a father who loves his children too much to let them destroy themselves.

			Turn the page.
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			God’s Case Against His People

		

		
			Picture this. Your mom spends all Saturday making your favorite meal for your birthday. She bakes the cake from scratch. She decorates the kitchen. She sets the table with the nice plates your family only uses on special occasions. And when you walk in the door, she’s standing there smiling, waiting for you to notice.

			But you don’t. You walk right past her, drop your backpack on the floor, pull out your phone, and disappear into your room without a word. No “thank you.” No “this looks amazing.” Not even eye contact. And it’s not just once. Imagine doing that every day, for years. Imagine your mom pouring everything she has into taking care of you, and you treating her like she doesn’t exist. Or worse, like you wish she didn’t.

			Now imagine how she would feel. Not just annoyed. Not just disappointed. Heartbroken. Furious. Both at the same time.

			That’s where the book of Isaiah begins. Except the parent isn’t your mom. It’s God. And the ungrateful child isn’t one kid. It’s an entire nation.

			A Father Takes the Stand

			Isaiah opens like a courtroom scene. God is bringing charges against his own people, and he calls heaven and earth as witnesses: “I reared children and brought them up, but they have rebelled against me.” That word “rebelled” isn’t a small word. It’s the word you’d use for a child who doesn’t just disobey but turns their back on everything their parent stands for. It’s personal. It’s painful.

			And then God says something that should sting: “The ox knows its master, the donkey knows its owner’s feeding trough, but Israel does not know, my people do not understand.” Even farm animals recognize who feeds them. Even an ox knows enough to come when its owner calls. But God’s own people? They can’t be bothered. They’ve forgotten who he is. They’ve forgotten everything he’s done.

			If you’ve been reading through the Bible in order, you know exactly what God has done. He rescued these people from slavery in Egypt. He parted the Red Sea. He fed them in the wilderness. He gave them his law at Mount Sinai. He brought them into the Promised Land. He gave them kings, prophets, and blessings they didn’t earn. He was a father to them in every way that mattered.

			And they walked right past him.

			Worship God Can’t Stand

			But here’s what makes Isaiah 1 more than just a list of accusations. God isn’t just angry. He’s grieving. “Why should you be beaten anymore?” he asks. “Why do you persist in rebellion?” The nation is described like a body covered in wounds from head to foot: bruises, welts, open sores that no one has bandaged or treated. The picture is of a people who keep getting hurt because they keep making the same terrible choices, and God is asking, “How much more of this can you take before you’ll listen?”

			By the time Isaiah began his ministry, Judah was in bad shape. The nation had recently been invaded and devastated. Cities were burned. The countryside was ruined. Only Jerusalem was left standing, and even it was barely holding on, like a small shack in the middle of an abandoned field.

			You might expect that kind of suffering to drive people back to God. And in a way, it did. The people were still showing up at the temple. They were still offering sacrifices, burning incense, keeping the religious calendar. From the outside, everything looked fine. They were doing all the “God stuff.”

			But God saw through it. And what he said next is one of the most shocking speeches in the entire Bible.

			“Stop bringing meaningless offerings! Your incense is detestable to me. New Moons, Sabbaths, and convocations. I cannot bear your worthless assemblies. Your hands are full of blood.”

			Read that again. God told his own people that their worship disgusted him. Not because they were doing it wrong in some technical sense, but because their lives completely contradicted everything they were doing at the altar. They showed up on the Sabbath with their hands raised in prayer, and those same hands had been used all week to cheat the poor, take bribes, and ignore the helpless. They brought animal blood to the altar while the blood of injustice was still on their hands.

			God wasn’t impressed. He was revolted.

			The message was clear: worship without justice is not worship. You can sing all the right songs and say all the right prayers, but if you walk out the door and treat people like they don’t matter, God isn’t listening. Not because he can’t hear you, but because he won’t. “When you spread out your hands in prayer, I will hide my eyes from you.”

			Instead of more rituals, God told them what he actually wanted: “Learn to do right. Seek justice. Defend the oppressed. Take up the cause of the fatherless. Plead the case of the widow.” In other words, stop performing religion and start living it.

			Scarlet to Snow

			And then, right when you’d expect the hammer to fall, something remarkable happens. God makes an offer.
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