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A Brief Introduction to Studying the Book of Isaiah 

At the start of 2021, the Rt. Rev. David Reed introduced the annual diocesan scripture theme 
from Luke 10:11 - “Nevertheless, the kingdom of God has come near.” “Sin embargo, el reino de 
Dios ya estacerca.” Linked with this theme is the annual diocesan Bible Study about which 
Bishop Reed shared the following reflection.  

"I invite you to pick up the book of the Prophet Isaiah. There is plenty in its sixty-six chapters to 
keep us busy, and it’s a book turned to often by the writers of the New Testament, to help hearers 
understand the person and the work of Jesus. But I chose it mostly because of its themes of exile 
and return, of being scattered and then regathered.  

We have certainly not been exiled by COVID-19, but we have been forced to live apart from so 
much that is loved and familiar. We are out of the habit of many of our cherished practices. As 
churches we have had to find ways to bind ourselves together so that we can remember that we 
are God’s people.  

Isaiah also speaks of returning and restoration. And that is the work we will, by God’s grace, be 
re-called to in the coming months. How do we come back together? How do we return to being 
together and worshiping without mentally measuring the distance between us? Isaiah will have 
other things to say for us for sure. He speaks for God and talks about justice and mercy, concern 
for the community, compassion for the suffering. He proclaims God’s insistence that the people 
of God show they are God’s people by how they live their lives and by how they treat others."  

In light of Bishop Reed’s recommendation to read the book of Isaiah, the Christian Formation 
Committee has released a five-week, introductory lesson plan to help formation classes prepare 
to study Isaiah. Now, the Christian Formation Committee is releasing a five-week Bible study on 
the texts of Isaiah that are used in the Advent lectionary.  

Other published study resources for adult, youth, and children’s formation classes, including the 
Isaiah introductory lesson plan, can be found online now, at 
www.dwtx.org/blog/introducingisaiah.  

Questions may be directed to Suzanna Green, Bishop’s Deputy for Christian Formation, and the 
Rev. Kendrah McDonald, Assistant Rector of St. Alban’s, Harlingen, who are Christian 
Formation Committee members and two of the five authors of this Advent study. Other 
contributors include Rev. Reagan Gonzalez, Assistant Rector of St. Luke’s San Antonio, Cheryl 
Smith, Director of Children and Family Ministries at St. John’s New Braunfels, and Cathy 
Villani, Director of Children’s Ministry at St. Mark’s San Antonio.  

Suzanna Green  
Bishop’s Deputy for Christian Formation 
formation@dwtx.org  

The Rev. Kendrah McDonald  
Assistant Rector, St. Alban’s, Harlingen 
kmcdonald@staec.org  



 Isaiah Advent Series: Advent I 

Background: 

Throughout the church year, we read passages from the book of Isaiah. The season of Advent, 
however, is a time when Isaiah’s words of hope and salvation speak most poignantly to our faith 
as Christians. The portions of Isaiah that we hear in Advent reflect a time when the people of 
God were facing war and violence, and later when they were in exile, away from the Temple and 
from their beloved Jerusalem, the place where God dwelled. Isaiah’s words gave hope in a time 
of despair and painted imagery that reminded the people that God had not abandoned or 
forgotten them. Salvation was coming, they would be restored as a people, and Jerusalem would 
be rebuilt. During Advent we too are waiting and hoping for salvation. We are waiting for the 
Messiah to come and make all things new. As you travel through Isaiah during this season may 
you remember that God’s gift of restoration and story of salvation wasn’t just for “back then,” 
it’s also for us right now.  

Opening Prayer: 

Surely God is my salvation; I will trust, and will not be afraid, for the Lord God is my strength 
and my might; he has become my salvation. With joy you will draw water from the wells of 
salvation. And you will say in that day: Give thanks to the Lord, call on his name; make known 
his deeds among the nations; proclaim that his name is exalted. Sing praises to the Lord, for he 
has done gloriously; let this be known in all the earth. Shout aloud and sing for joy, O royal Zion, 
for great in your midst is the Holy One of Israel. Amen. (Isaiah 12:2-6)  

The Lesson: 

In our three-year lectionary (A, B, and C), we read Isaiah on the first Sunday in Advent, Advent 
I, in years A and B. Below we will explore the passages from these two Sundays and reflect on 
the ways God is still speaking to us today.  

Advent I Year A: Isaiah 2:1-5 

“The word that Isaiah son of Amoz saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem. In days to come the 
mountain of the Lord’s house shall be established as the highest of the mountains, and shall be 
raised above the hills; all the nations shall stream to it. 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 instruction, 
and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem. He shall judge between the nations, and shall arbitrate 
for many peoples; 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 any more. O 
house of Jacob, come, let us walk in the light of the Lord!”  

One of my history professors in seminary used to remind us that when we read about rules or 
guidelines put into place for the church, whether by the Apostle Paul or a later pope or bishop, it 
was because the actions that those rules were addressing were a reality for that community. Put 
another way, the church doesn’t just make up rules for the sake of having rules, they’re usually 
needed to address some negative action or situation that is a lived reality.  
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In this passage from Isaiah the people are familiar with war and violence that takes place among 
the various kings and nations. It is a violent time, with division running rampant and many 
people living in scarcity. Isaiah’s words speak of a time when war ends. The vision is of Mount 
Zion as the highest mountain in the land, drawing all people to it. This will be a peaceful time, 
where even tools used for war will be transformed into tools used for good and the building up of 
the nation.  

There is also talk of judgment, “He shall judge the nations…” Sometimes we desire to shy away 
from talk of God’s judgement, as this imagery has been used at times to hurt and wound. 
However, as Episcopalians perhaps we can reimagine the idea of judgement into the image of a 
good parent, someone who loves us unconditionally and steps in to show us the right way 
forward. Throughout history we humans have caused a lot of damage to one another and to our 
planet, and so sometimes the image of a guardian coming to judge our actions and remind us that 
we are made to love and be loved is exactly what we need.  

Lastly, Isaiah speaks about Mount Zion becoming the highest of the mountains. In reality, Mount 
Zion in Jerusalem is far from being a high elevation peak. It is more of a hill, and certainly not 
the highest one. This imagery however, reminds us of what is possible when God is involved. 
Through the power of God, a small hill can become the highest peak, so beautiful that people 
from every nation will stream to it. We don’t know when this day will be, at least not fully. The 
people in Isaiah’s time saw eras of war and eras of peace, just as we do now. We know however, 
that one day we will know nothing but peace, forever. In the meantime, we must do our best to 
hold onto God’s hope for our lives and for all people, and strive for the peace which brings all 
nations together.  

Advent I Year B: Isaiah 64:1-9  

“O that you would tear open the heavens and come down, so that the mountains would quake at 
your presence— as when fire kindles brushwood and the fire causes water to boil— to make 
your name known to your adversaries, so that the nations might tremble at your presence! When 
you did awesome deeds that we did not expect, you came down, the mountains quaked at your 
presence. From ages past no one has heard, no ear has perceived, no eye has seen any God 
besides you, who works for those who wait for him. You meet those who gladly do right, those 
who remember you in your ways. But you were angry, and we sinned; because you hid yourself 
we transgressed. We have all become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are 
like a filthy cloth. We all fade like a leaf, and our iniquities, like the wind, take us away. There is 
no one who calls on your name, or attempts to take hold of you; for you have hidden your face 
from us, and have delivered us into the hand of our iniquity. Yet, O Lord, you are our Father; we 
are the clay, and you are our potter; we are all the work of your hand. Do not be exceedingly 
angry, O Lord, and do not remember iniquity forever. Now consider, we are all your people.”  

The words of Isaiah we hear in Year B are part of a prayer. We’ve skipped from Chapter 2 to 
Chapter 64, an enormous jump for one bible study! The most significant shift between these time 
periods is that the people of Israel were taken into exile in Babylon, then when the Persians 
conquered the Babylonians, some of the Israelites are allowed to return home.  
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The people are dealing with the trauma and grief of their exile. And, now the people who were 
not exiled and the people returning are clashing and fighting, all while still living under 
occupation, this time by the Persian empire. It is within this context that the speaker prays.  

The passage reflects the desire that God overthrow Israel’s enemies, as well as forgive the people 
their transgressions as they yield to the mighty power of YHWH. God, once again, is pictured as 
a parent figure, “O Lord, you are our Father.” God is also pictured as a potter, “we are the clay, 
and you are our potter; we are all the work of your hand.” The people are yielding to God’s 
power, and acknowledging their constraints as humans, “We fade like a leaf…” It is only 
through complete surrender to God that God can save them and make peace among the peoples, 
both within the Israelite nation and between differing nations.  

This prayer meets us on Advent I as we enter a time of preparation. Advent is a time for waiting, 
but it is not about passive waiting. Advent is the season of active waiting. We are to spend time 
reflecting on the ways in which we, both individually and corporately, have hurt one another and 
what the promise of the coming Messiah means for a hoped-for transformation of our lives.  

Reflection Questions:  

• What imagery from these passages struck you the most? What is it about that image that 
brings you hope?  
 

• What are the ways in which these passages easily speak to our own time? In what ways 
are they different?  
 

• What part of this lesson will you take with you through the season of Advent as you 
prepare for the birth of Jesus?  

Closing Prayer:  

Blessed Lord, who caused all holy Scriptures to be written for our learning: Grant us so to hear 
them, read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest them, that we may embrace and ever hold fast the 
blessed hope of everlasting life, which you have given us in our Savior Jesus Christ; who lives 
and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.  
Collect for Proper 28, Year A  
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Advent I Sources:  

Altar, Robert (2019) The Hebrew Bible: The Prophets Volume 2. W.W Norton and Company  

Brueggemann, W. (1998). Isaiah. Westminster John Knox Press.  

The New Oxford Annotated Bible NRSV with Apocrypha  

Working Preacher: First Sunday of Advent Commentary  

https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/first-sunday-of-advent-2/commentary-
on-isaiah-641-9-4  
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Isaiah Advent Series: Advent II Years A and B  

Background:  

These two Scripture readings for the second Sunday of Advent, Isaiah 11:1-10 and Isaiah 40:1-
11, address two major ideas of Christian life and being followers. In Chapter 11, Isaiah presents 
the idea, “Will Israel trust Yahweh?” The answer is no, as it so often is, and perils befall God’s 
people. The audience of this scripture appears to be people from Judah. Isaiah 11:1:10 delivers 
redemption through the branch.  

In Isaiah 40:1-11 Isaiah asserts Yahweh’s desire, ability, and intention to deliver his people. The 
audience of this scripture appears to be people of the day but also persons in the distant future. 
This scripture offers grace, forgiveness, to all people who have gone astray.  

The book of Isaiah responds to exile and trials of God’s chosen people most comprehensively of 
all the prophets.  

Before class:  

Be familiar with the scripture readings: Isaiah 11:1-10, Romans 15:4-13, Matthew 3:1-12, Psalm 
72:1-7, 18-19, Isaiah 40:1-11, 2 Peter 3:8-15a, and Mark 1:1-8.  

John the Baptist is mentioned in these scriptures, and so some familiarity with his background 
may be helpful. Acknowledge the symbolic use of a shoot from a stump, life coming out of 
something seeming to be dead, weakest becomes strongest. Also, lineage back to Jesse may have 
been used since the house of David was at that moment corrupt; this lineage suggests a future 
“new David.”  

Opening Prayer:  

Dear God, Let your spirit who rested on Jesus, the Branch, the spirt of wisdom and 
understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord - 
Rest on me and rule in my life today. Amen.  

Lesson:  

Chapter 10 of Isaiah has left Jerusalem, the Holy City, in tatters. Things have come to such a 
state due to judgment. But once again, Isaiah’s tradition brings God’s people hope and 
expectation.  

In Isaiah 11:1, a shoot shall come out of the stump of Jesse, out of something seemingly dead, 
life will rejuvenate. Though the deep failure of the Davidic kingdom has ramifications for all of 
Israel and hopes are spent, the “sprout” is a sign of growth, a faint sign of life, of possibility and 
promise. God is the force that gives power, hope, energy, and courage.  
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In verses 2-5, it’s hard to not be drawn in by the poetry of this reading. God’s spirit will rest 
upon this “shoot” and he will be everything that we want in a person, especially a ruler. We can 
hear allusions to when God chose David, as the Israelites would have been familiar with, and as 
Christians we can hear allusions to the Beatitudes. What images and hope does this passage 
evoke for you?  

Read Isaiah 11: 6-9. We know the animal kingdom is full of aggression and domination. So how 
can Isaiah propose this scenario? How could this really be - the lamb and the lion together? The 
coming king will not only do the possible, but will also do what the world says is impossible. If 
death is to be no more, then big ones devouring little ones is not the future. This scripture is 
about deep, radical transformation. The new world is safe for the weak, the vulnerable. What 
changes for humanity do you project from these verses? All of the earth will know God, as the 
waters cover the earth, knowledge of God will cover the earth.  

Since Advent is a season of expectant waiting, what should God’s people do while we wait for 
this new world. How do we wait faithfully? You could even read 2 Peter 3:8-15a to explore how 
God’s people should wait and what they should understand about this waiting.  

Read Isaiah 40:1-11. In Chapter 39, King Hezekiah welcomed an envoy from Babylonia. He 
showed them all the kingdom had. Between Chapter 39 and 40, Babylonia took all of those 
treasures and destroyed the Temple and Jerusalem.  

It is conjectured that Chapter 40 is a counterpoint to Chapter 6, which tells Isaiah’s call narrative 
in the throne room of God, and that Chapter 40 occurs in that venue also.1 We can see aspects of 
this in Chapter 40 and recognize that there is more than one speaker.  

In verse one, God is telling the prophet or the Angels to comfort God’s people, that the people’s 
punishment was double what God intended at the hand of Babylonia. This may be a hard concept 
to process no matter which theologian or theology you follow about the nature and providence of 
God and relationship to humans. The destruction of Jerusalem will not be a sign that God’s 
promises have failed. God is not out to condemn, but to encourage or strengthen. Jerusalem’s 
sins will not be held against her. The theme of this reading is God’s desire to forgive God’s 
people.  

Will the people trust God and God’s enduring Word, and will sinful Israel become a Holy Israel? 
Will we become a holy people?  

Grace will motivate Israel to trust God, and grace makes it possible for the people to serve God. 
Chapter 40 introduces these ideas. The four stanzas proclaim2 :  

1) God’s intention (40:1-2)  
2) His coming (40:3-5)  
3) humanity’s weakness (40:6-8)  
4) God’s rule (40:9-11)  
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In Isaiah 40:3-5, the voice is likely in the heavenly court where this scene is taking place. These 
highways were built for royal entourages, so a highway created to bring the people back from 
exile and for God to lead them would have evoked comfort, encouragement, and maybe even 
excitement. This portion of Isaiah is likely written near the end of fighting, on the way to 
Babylonia, or during the recent arrival in Babylonia unless it is an oracle given to Isaiah during 
his lifetime.  

As Christians, we associate this passage with John the Baptist proclaiming repentance to the 
Jewish people of his day and with the coming ministry of Jesus.  

What images and feelings does this passage evoke in you?  

In Isaiah 40:6-8 People can’t stop God’s grace. People wither but God’s word “endures 
forever.”  

Can you pinpoint times in your life when your faith faded like the flowers? How did God’s 
enduring Word bring you back in another season?  

40:9-11 God’s mighty arm of power gathers God’s people (or lambs) in his arms.  

In much of this reading, we can see allusions to John the Baptist and Jesus. From what you know 
of Isaiah and John the Baptist, compare and contrast Isaiah’s and John the Baptist’s ministries, 
preaching, and prophecies.  

Reflection Questions:  

• Have you seen in your life phases of destruction and renewed life/spirit? (Stump to shoot 
that grows strong)  

• Isaiah was a prophet who proclaimed Christ’s coming. Are there modern-day prophets? 
How do you know the difference between a false proclamation and someone who could 
be called by God?  

• Isaiah speaks of a world where the weak and vulnerable are safe. Can we create those 
kinds of spaces now? What makes them safe? Do you know of any spaces that you would 
think the weak/vulnerable are safe? Where are they not?  

• Isaiah 40:1-11 is a message of God’s desire to deliver us. Have you experienced God 
delivering you? Share /or write about that experience.  

• In this season of advent, we are waiting for the coming Christ. What does waiting on 
Christ mean to you today? in this season and in the future?  

• How do the words of Isaiah give us hope in our waiting? Any other scriptures read that 
inspired and/or gave insight for you personally? One that has a message you could share 
with others?  
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Closing Prayer:  

I will praise you, Lord. Although you were angry with me, your anger has turned away and you 
have comforted me. Surely God is my salvation; I will trust and not be afraid, The Lord, the Lord 
himself is my strength and my defense. Amen  
(Adapted from Isaiah 12 :1-2)  

  

  

Advent II Sources:  

[1] Brueggemann, Walter (1998). Isaiah. Westminster John Knox Press.  

[2] NIV Study Bible Zondervan  

The New Annotated Oxford Annotated Bible NRSV with the Apocrypha 4th Edition  

The Bible Project  

  

Studying the Prophet Isaiah - Advent Series 
Page 10

Episcopal Diocese of West Texas



 

 

 

Isaiah Advent Series: Advent III Years A and B  

  

Background:  

During Advent, we reflect on the hope, peace and joy that comes with the birth of Christ. We 
prepare ourselves for the coming of the light that will help bring God’s kingdom to earth.  

Before Class:  

Read Isaiah 35:1-10 and Isaiah 61:1-11  

Opening Prayer:  

Almighty God, you are always with us. Be present with us now as we learn more about your 
good news of deliverance. Amen  

Lesson:  

Years ago, I was the Special Events Coordinator for a group of department stores called Belk 
Simpson, located in Greenville S.C. When the season of Christmas was upon us, it was 
mandatory that the Christmas decorations for all the stores were on display no later than the end 
of October. Now, fast forward to today and we find ourselves barely into July and Christmas 
advertising is almost everywhere we look. Seriously, Christmas in July?  

Wall Street advertising gurus are attempting to convince us that many of our possessions are now 
passé, and we need to upgrade to the new breed of products. Detroit is banking on the fact that 
we see ourselves behind the wheel of one of their luxurious new cars, because that’s what the 
‘hot’ people are going to be driving this year. Are we being drawn into this holiday hype, is this 
truly what we aspire to become, a victim of slick advertising? Hopefully, there is a different 
world just around the corner for us and it will come in late December and its name will be 
Christmas!  

In our text today from Isaiah, we see similar ‘aspirational’ images. The words that Jesus chose to 
begin his earthly ministry are taken from Isaiah 61.  

“The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me; he has sent me to 
bring the good news to the oppressed, to bind up the broken hearted, to proclaim liberty to the 
captives, and release to the prisoners.”  

As I look at this verse, I find myself wondering; does our world today truly exemplify this 
passage or have we sadly missed our Savior’s message of divine hope? Will we feel the crown of 
beauty, will we anoint ourselves with the oil of joy, and wear the garments of praise? A quick 
and cursory look around us, shows a world that is still filled with a lot of ashes of discontent. So, 
what happened? When did we lose sight of basic and divine values of this passage?  
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It’s very possible that we somehow got the message wrong, but thankfully we can be very sure 
that God did not get it wrong, and God will help us to become better stewards of God’s desire for 
our fruitful lives!  

Reflection question:  

• What do you think it means to “proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the 
prisoners.” and what do you think that means for us today and what should it look like?  

Lesson continues:  

The kingdom of Judah had been conquered by the local super-power Persia and as a result many 
Babylonians and Hebrews were thrust into exile. In earlier writings, Isaiah speaks to the great joy 
of the redeemed on the return of the Messiah! Isaiah 35:1-4.  

“The desert and the parched land will be glad; the wilderness will rejoice and blossom. Like 
the crocus it will burst into bloom; it will rejoice greatly and shout for joy. The glory of 
Lebanon will be given to it, the splendor of Carmel and Sharon, they will see the glory of the 
Lord, the splendor of our God. Strengthen the feeble hands, steady the knees that give way; 
say to those with fearful hearts, ‘Be strong, do not fear; your God will come, he will come with 
vengeance, with divine retribution he will come to save you’.”  

In Isaiah 61, King Cyrus, the Lord’s anointed, freed the Hebrew people and allowed them to 
return to their restored lands. The Hebrew people were going home from Babylon to rebuild 
Jerusalem, a homeland left it in ruins by its captors!  

Rebuilding their lives was hard work, and they were faced with many seemingly insurmountable 
obstacles. Soon they became frustrated and began feeling a sense of hopelessness. While anxiety 
reigned supreme, Isaiah stressed that failure was not an option and they should never give up as 
God was with them in Spirit. Upon God’s return, all eyes and ears will be opened (Isaiah 35:5) 
we will leap and shout and sing and together, we will walk home (Isaiah 35:6).  

Unfortunately, mourning seemed to be the order of the day as many of the Hebrew people saw 
failure as opposed to faith in the rebuilding of their land and a positive reality did not fit into 
what they envisioned. Wallowing in a defeatist attitude changed the way they felt, not only about 
themselves, but the way outsiders perceived them as well. Maybe Christmas in July (albeit 
complete with the latest and greatest of what life had to offer) was more in line with what they 
expected!  

In looking back upon our opening passage of advertising ploys, it was easy for one to assume 
that Cyrus was to be their savior. When Jesus declared the words of Isaiah 61:1 and announced 
himself as the savior, the Hebrew people felt relieved and mistakenly anticipated their world 
would now be perfect, however we know that was not what God intended.  

The answer to this enigma could be in the last verse, Isaiah 61:11  
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“For as the soil makes the sprout come up and a garden causes seeds to grow, so the 
Sovereign Lord will make righteousness and praise spring up before all nations.”  

We all have a part in what happens in this garden that we call earth. We, like the Hebrews of that 
time, have been brought to this place to build up those God puts in our path. There are still those 
who mourn, still the poor and still the captives. Let us take comfort in our present situation in 
this difficult world and do not fear devastation. Let us take comfort in the hand of the Lord as 
His promise to stand with us. Jesus came once to help the afflicted, those who mourn, and those 
who were held captive and Jesus will come again! Hallelujah!  

Jesus is our beauty, our joy, our comfort, and our promise. Jesus will come again.  

Reflection questions:  

Advent means coming, the coming of Jesus in human form as the baby, and then to come again 
through clouds with power and glory. In between these two times God is constantly looking for 
us to come to God’s love. We are to be alert, notice, listen and watch for the ways that God will 
be presented to us during this season. Both in ways that we are not aligned to God and when we 
are up and close to God.  

• Think about how you prepare your own heart for this season. What do you look forward 
to? In what ways are you more generous in Advent and Christmas? What would it be like 
to prepare your heart in that way every day?  
 

• Why do you think Isaiah gave God’s people this lesson of deliverance?  
 

• Who in our world today do you think needs to hear God’s message of freedom and 
deliverance? Why do they need to hear this message?  

Prayer:  

O God, you made us in your own image and redeemed us through Jesus your Son: Look with 
compassion on the whole human family; take away the arrogance and hatred which infect our 
hearts; break down the walls that separate us; unite us in bonds of love; and work through our 
struggle and confusion to accomplish your purposes on earth; that, in you good time, all nations 
and races may serve you in harmony around your heavenly throne; through Jesus Christ our 
Lord. Amen   

Advent III Sources:  

Lessonplans.episcopalchurch.org  

Yalebiblestudy.org  

Workingpreacher.org  
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Isaiah Advent Series: Advent IV Year A  

Background:  

The setting for this chapter is in the context of war. King Ahaz is on the throne, and it is about 
733 BCE. The armies of Syria and Northern Israel have teamed up to try to take on the 
Assyrians. King Ahaz wants nothing to do with this war, but Syria and Northern Israel make 
plans to invade Judah so that Ahaz will join in their war. King Ahaz is scared, and in Isaiah 7:2 it 
states, “the heart of Ahaz and the heart of his people shook as the trees of the forest shake before 
the wind.”  

This is the context of Isaiah’s words to King Ahaz in chapter 7. Isaiah reassures Ahaz at the 
beginning of this chapter saying “Take heed, be quiet, do not fear, and do not let your heart be 
faint.” Isaiah assures Ahaz that Syria and Ephraim would not succeed. Then he goes on to ask if 
Ahaz would like a sign. That is where our Bible passage for today’s lesson begins.  

Background on Matthew 1: According to the Yale Bible study, “The Hebrew word for ‘young 
woman’ is almah, which means ‘a young woman of marriageable age,’ not necessarily a virgin. 
It was translated into Greek as parthenos, a word that more typically means ‘virgin.’ So, while 
the New Testament quotation of this scripture uses the word “virgin,” the Hebrew may have 
meant simply a young woman.  

Before Class:  

Read Isaiah 7 and 9, especially 7:10-16  

Read Matthew 1: 18-24  

Read the background information  

Opening Prayer:  

“The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep 
darkness—on them light has shined. For a child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority 
rests upon his shoulders; and he is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting 
Father, Prince of Peace. His authority shall grow continually, and there shall be endless peace for 
the throne of David and his kingdom. He will establish and uphold it with justice and with 
righteousness from this time onward and forevermore. The zeal of the Lord of hosts will do this.” 
(Isaiah 9: 2, 6-7)  

The Lesson:  

I wonder, what do you think of when you think of a sign? In Advent when we talk about signs, 
there might be one in particular that comes to mind. I love the way the Godly Play story shares 
about the prophets who point the way to Bethlehem so that we can go there too. The prophets 
said “Stop. Watch. Pay Attention. Something incredible is going to happen in Bethlehem.”  
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Our passage today is about a particular prophecy from Isaiah. In the original context of the 
passage, war is imminent. Armies are about to invade Judah to try and force King Ahaz to join 
their war. Isaiah shares a sign with the king to let him know that God is with him. Let’s look at 
the scripture passage together:  

“Again the Lord spoke to Ahaz, saying, ‘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.’ Then 
Isaiah said: ‘Hear then, O house of David! Is it too little for you to weary mortals, that you weary 
my God also? Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. Look, the young woman is with 
child and shall bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel. He shall eat curds and honey by the 
time he knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good. For before the child knows how to 
refuse the evil and choose the good, the land before whose two kings you are in dread will be 
deserted.’” (Isaiah 7:10-16)  

I wonder if those words sound familiar. I wonder if particularly the words in verse 14, “look the 
young woman is with child” sound familiar. You might recognize them from another Bible 
passage. These words are quoted in Matthew Chapter 1. Let’s look at a passage from Matthew 
Chapter 1 together:  

“Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been 
engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be with child from the Holy 
Spirit. Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public 
disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly. But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel of the 
Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary 
as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and you 
are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” All this took place to fulfill 
what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet:  

“Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel,” which 
means, “God is with us.” (Matthew 1:18-23)  

Matthew uses Isaiah’s words in Chapter 7 about a young woman (in Matthew’s words a virgin) 
giving birth to a son. Matthew specifically quotes this passage to tie this birth back to the line of 
David. Just before this passage in Matthew is a long genealogy, beginning with Abraham and 
continuing all the way to Joseph. King Ahaz and his son, Hezekiah are somewhere in the middle, 
before the Babylonian exile. While Matthew reinterprets this passage from Isaiah in the New 
Testament, to the people at the time of Isaiah the birth of the child was a sign for King Ahaz. It 
would have had to be a birth that Ahaz could see and understand, not the birth of a child that was 
to come much later. While we don’t know for sure, most likely this predicted birth was that of 
the king’s son. According to the Yale Bible study, “The name ‘God is with us’ was virtually a 
slogan of the Davidic house. The birth of a child in the midst of the crisis is naturally a sign of 
hope. The Davidic line would survive.”  

The central message is Hope, for both interpretations of this passage. In the context of Isaiah, the 
hope is a promise of deliverance from the king’s enemies. Isaiah states that “before the child 
knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good, the land before whose two kings you are in 
dread will be deserted.” The hope predicted here is that the kingdoms currently attacking Judah 
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will be destroyed. From context clues it is clear that Judah would suffer some damages so this 
hope is not without some suffering. But as the Yale Bible study states, “the divine promise is the 
line of David would not be broken.”  

The prediction that Isaiah makes in this passage, then, is both salvation and condemnation. The 
line of David will continue, but the other kingdoms would pass away and the land of Judah 
would be different. I wonder if the reinterpretation of this prediction that Matthew offers us is 
also salvation and condemnation. As Michael Chan states, “[Matthew’s] Jesus is messianic in the 
fullest sense of the word — saving, teaching, exorcising, forgiving, and judging.” Therefore, the 
prediction of Jesus’ birth is one of both salvation or hope, but also of condemnation. Jesus’ 
ministry is not just bringing good news to the people of God but also, similar to the prophets in 
the Old Testament, pointing out where they are going wrong and how to turn back to God.  

So I wonder who Immanuel really was? Who is Isaiah speaking about in this passage? 
Immanuel, at the time of Isaiah, was most likely the king’s son, but was later reinterpreted by 
Matthew to be the Messiah. This is the way our Christian tradition now interprets this passage, 
and why it is used as an Advent reading. While this passage may be directly speaking about a 
different Immanuel, Matthew’s reinterpretation of this passage allows us to see a broader context 
for this passage. Matthew helps us to see Jesus as the continuation of the line of kingly 
succession that God began with David.  

As the people of God did in the Old Testament, we look to the words of the prophets to give us 
signs of hope, too. And in this particular season of Advent we look to these words of Isaiah and 
their quotation and reinterpretation in Matthew as signs of the hope and light that was given to us 
through the birth of Jesus. We are following the prophets, who point the way to Bethlehem so we 
can go too and see this Christ child who will change everything.   

Reflection Questions:  

• I wonder how the people felt when they were told to watch for a sign?  
 

• I wonder what king Ahaz felt when he heard these words from Isaiah?  
 

• I wonder how people felt when they read these words again in Matthew 1?  
 

• I wonder who Immanuel really is?  
 

• I wonder what part of this story is about you or where you are in this story?  
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Closing Prayer (can be sung or read):  

O come, O come, Immanuel  

And ransom captive Israel  

That mourns in lonely exile here  

Until the Son of God appear  

Rejoice, Rejoice, Immanuel  

Shall come to you, O Israel. Amen.  

  

Advent IV Sources:  

The Complete Guide to Godly Play Volume 3 by Jerome W. Berryman  

Lesson Plans that Work: Year A 4th Sunday of Advent by MerLynne Byrne  

Printed by the Office for Formation and Vocation Ministries of the Domestic and Foreign Missionary  

Working Preacher: Commentary on Isaiah 7:10-16 by Michael J. Chan 
https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/fourth-sunday-of-advent/commentary-
on-isaiah-710-16-3  

Yale Bible Study: Immanuel-Study Guide https://yalebiblestudy.org/courses/first-isaiah/lessons/immanuel-study-
guide/  

O Come, O Come Emmanuel Latin, ca. 9th cent.; Hymnal 1940, ver. Alt. Copyright The Church Pension Fund  
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Isaiah Advent Series:  

Christmas Day I, II & III and Christmas 1 Years A, B, & C  

Background:  

The Jewish people from the Southern Kingdom, Judah, were in exile in Babylonia for 
approximately 70 years. Under the theory that a school of prophets contributed to Isaiah 40-66, 
Chapter 9 is written before the people from Judah go into exile. Chapter 52 is written while they 
were in exile. Chapters 61-62 are written when they have returned from exile. In the Ancient 
Near East, it was believed that when one nation defeated another nation that the winning nation’s 
god(s) also defeated the losing nation’s god(s) or that the losing nations god(s) were not god(s) at 
all. When the Israelites were taken into exile and the temple was destroyed and the Ark of the 
Covenant was carried to Babylon, the Israelites thought that their god was defeated.  

A Notate for This Week’s Lesson: Christmas Day I, II, and III are the same for Years A, B, and C 
in the lectionary. I imagine that Isaiah 9:2-7 (Christmas Day I) is read at most Christmas 
services, and people rarely hear Isaiah 52:7-10 or Isaiah 62:6-12.  

Before Class:  

Read the chapters that the passages are in: Isaiah 9, 52, 61, and 62.  

Consult a commentary about the passages. If you do not have access to an Isaiah commentary or 
a ‘go to’ theologian, I suggest using Working Preacher an online resource, at 
www.workingpreacher.org/bible-index. You can also enter the passage and the phrase 
‘commentary working preacher’ into your preferred online search engine.  

Opening Prayer:  

“I will greatly rejoice in the Lord, my whole being shall exult in my God; for he has clothed me 
with the garments of salvation, he has covered me with the robe of righteousness, as a 
bridegroom decks himself with a garland, and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels. For as 
the earth brings forth its shoots, and as a garden causes what is sown in it to spring up, so the 
Lord God will cause righteousness and praise to spring up before all the nations.”  
(Isaiah 61:10-11)  

Lesson:  

One option to read during Christmas day services is Isaiah 9:2-7. Chapter 9 is written within the 
context of Judah being attacked by Israel and Syria. At the time, the child spoken of is likely 
Hezekiah, King Ahaz’s son, a symbol of God’s covenant to the Davidic dynasty in Judah. The 
titles used, Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace, tell about 
the greatness of Hezekiah’s kingship. Hezekiah was evidence of God with the tribe of Judah, and 
all of Israel if the kingdom had not split. As Christians, we interpret ‘God with us’ literally, in 
the flesh in Jesus, and Jesus as the child spoken of in this prophetic book. We often miss the 
multilayered meanings across time in Scripture.  
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As a Christmas text, we celebrate God’s promises and interpret them with a Christian lens. As a 
Hebrew text, Isaiah foretells how God is with Judah and what would happen if Ahaz had 
believed Isaiah’s prophecy. The nations threatening Judah would be gone by the time Hezekiah 
came to rule. God would have defeated Judah’s enemies in the same unlikely scenario when 
Gideon with 300 men and no swords defeated thousands of Midians. Alas, Ahaz did not trust. 
The two nations threatening Ahaz are indeed gone once Hezekiah becomes king. They have been 
defeated and exiled by Assyria, but also, because Ahaz did not trust, Judah is a vassal of 
Assyria.  

Reflection question:  

• I wonder how often we have difficulties trusting in God’s promises and how we discern 
whether the messages we hear are from God or a messenger of God or not. What do we 
have trouble believing?  

• Has there been a child born in your life that was a symbol of hope to you?  

Another option to read at Christmas day services is Chapter 52:6-12. The sentinels on the 
(destroyed) walls of Jerusalem start singing the victory and coming of God before the messenger 
has even arrived. They can clearly perceive what the message will be before it has even arrived. 
Does that mean that God is leading the procession or that the garments and flags clearly indicate 
triumph? If this was written during the exile, did the people not know how badly Jerusalem had 
been destroyed? However, even the ruins are rejoicing! Have you ever been among ruins and still 
been able to hope or find joy or felt the presence of God such that it felt the ruins were giving 
that message?  

The feet, the sentinels, the ruins are not the only witnesses of God’s return and victory, all the 
nations recognize the salvation of God, and this doesn’t seem to be that the nations have been 
conquered (nor is that the impression from Hebrew grammar), but that they have received the 
revelation of God’s salvation also! This triumph of God is for all of the nations and because of 
that, the people of Israel/Judah will be lifted up and recognized as a people of persistent belief in 
this saving and triumphant God as seen in the next reading for Christmas, Chapter 62. How do 
inanimate objects during Advent or the secular Christmas season cry out in joy or recognition? 
Which things are distracting? Which things help center you toward God and the Christian hope?  

Chapter 62 is prophecy after the exiled Israelites have returned to the destroyed Jerusalem and 
their homelands. We get the impression that the Persian overlords are perceived as different from 
the Assyrian and Babylonian overlords. The people will eat of their own harvests and not have it 
taken from them as exorbitant tax or have it despoiled. Whereas in Chapter 40, we hear calls to 
‘make straight the path of the Lord,’ indicating the return to Jerusalem and God’s destination in 
the future, in this chapter, they now see that the path has been destroyed, likely from the wars, 
time, and weather. But now, the path is being cleared and prepared for the people to return. Not 
only are the people returning, but God has also returned, likely with the people.  

 
The sentinels continued to cry out to God to not forget God’s people, a continuing theme from 
when the Hebrew people were slaves in Egypt and also through the period of Judges, seeming to 
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indicate that the persistence of calling on God makes a difference, almost like the squeaky wheel 
idiom. What is your theology of prayer? What do you cry out for in Advent?  

All of these readings can point toward Jesus’s birth, ‘God with us’ as God was in the Garden and 
how we look with expectation and hope toward Jesus’ second coming and a new heaven and a 
new earth. I wonder if our hearts are better prepared for a second coming than the first and the 
sin of hubris in the Garden? What might indicate that we as people of God are prepared to 
welcome God?  

For the first Sunday after Christmas, we read the end of Chapter 61 and the beginning of Chapter 
62 which continues the theme of all of the nations recognizing God, the people of God being 
vindicated in their belief of God, and the people of God being clothed anew in transformation. I 
wonder what feelings this reading evokes in you and what it means in your life and future?  

Reflection Questions:  

• What surprised you in these readings?  
 

• What gave you hope?  
 

• What gave you pause?  

• Do you believe God can transform your life, family, community, and world? What is 
your role?  

Closing Prayer  

For a child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon his shoulders; and he is 
named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. His authority 
shall grow continually, and there shall be endless peace for the throne of David and his 
kingdom. He will establish and uphold it with justice and with righteousness from this time 
onward and forevermore. The zeal of the Lord of hosts will do this. (Isaiah 9:6-7)  

  

Christmas Sources:  

The New Annotated Oxford Annotated Bible NRSV with the Apocrypha 4th Edition  

Brueggemann, Walter (1998). Isaiah. Westminster John Knox Press.  

Working Preacher (www.workingpreacher.org)  
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