Small Group

O S P E L Leader’s Guide

SESSION ONE

|saiah the Evangelist

Lesson Summary

Isaiah plays a special role in the Christian tradition. Other than the Psalms, Isaiah is quoted or alluded

to more frequently than any other book in the New Testament. It is also a text that was deeply be-
loved by church fathers, who sometimes referred to it as “the fifth gospel.” Why is this? Why do the

authors of the New Testament and early Christian theologians find Isaiah in particular to be so im-
portant in their attempts to understand the good news of Jesus Christ? That is the question guiding
this study, and in this first session, we discuss what Isaiah “the evangelist” has to teach us about the

tragic bad news of the human condition that precedes the good news of the gospel.

Appointed Scripture

This week, read and discuss Isaiah 1:1-17 as a group.

Group Discussion Questions
1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. Have you ever read the book of Isaiah before? If so, what did you find most difficult about it?
Are there any parts of Isaiah that are particularly meaningful to you?

3. What do you make of the way Isaiah begins? How can Isaiah’s harsh words to Judah about
their injustice and idolatry inform the way we think about our own lives?

4. The lesson quoted Frederick Buechner’s comment: “If we are ever to find true shelter, it is
with the recognition of our tragic nakedness and need for true shelter that we have to start.
Thus it seems to me that this is also where anyone who preaches the Gospel has to start too...
[with] the word that is tragedy before it is comedy because it strips us bare in order ultimate-
ly to clothe us.” What do you think about this comment? How would you compare it to what
is going on in the book of Isaiah?

5. What do you think is the greatest challenge to you living out this teaching? What is one prac-
tical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?

Pray

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer. Encourage your group
members to spend the next week reading and reflecting on Isaiah 1-12.
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SESSION TWO

The Holy Justice of God

Lesson Summary

Isaiah 13-24 contains a series of prophetic oracles describing the impending judgment of God against
many nations. Today, we balk at these severe depictions of divine justice and the fear which they
are meant to induce. From the perspective of the prophet Isaiah, however, these announcements of
judgment are in and of themselves good news because they mean that the the Holy One of Israel is
coming to set things to right. In this session, we consider what these oracles have to teach us today,
both about the nature of God and about the good news of the gospel.

Appointed Scripture

This week, read and discuss Isaiah 17:1-14 as a group.

Group Discussion Questions

1.

2.

Pray

What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

What do you make of the depictions of divine judgment in Isaiah 13-23? Why would these
declarations of the imminent arrival of God’s justice be good news for those who suffer at
the hands of others? How do you think these chapters of the Bible might be read differently
by suffering and persecuted Christians in places like northern Nigeria and Sudan than by
most of us in North Texas?

How does Isaiah’s understanding of the holiness of God compare with your own conception
of God? Why do you think holiness has become less emphasized by modern Christians? What
might do we to recover Isaiah’s sense of God as the “Holy One”?

Read Psalm 2. How would you compare the message of Psalm 2 to the message of Isaiah?

What do you think is the greatest challenge to you living out this teaching? What is one prac-
tical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer. Encourage your group
members to spend the next week reading and reflecting on Isaiah 13-27.
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SESSION THREE

Fearful Idolatry

Lesson Summary

One of the major problems that the prophet Isaiah calls attention to is that of idolatry—the habit-
ual tendency of the people of God to compromise their worship of and obedience to God by giving

themselves over to rival gods. Sometimes, the form that this idolatry takes is the worship of stone or
wooden idols. At other times, especially during times of national crisis, idolatry consists not so much

in the worship of pagan deities, but rather in the pursuit of powerful kings and political alliances. But
what is the cause of this idolatry? Why did the Jews give themselves over to rival gods? And how can

we learn from their example? Those are the questions that we address in this session.

Appointed Scripture

This week, read and discuss Isaiah 31:1-6 as a group.

Group Discussion Questions
1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. Why were the people of Judah so prone to idolatry? How did their political alliances with
Egypt constitute a form of idolatry? How can their example help us to understand the forms
which idolatry might take in our own lives?

3. Why s fear such a dangerous habit of mind? How would you distinguish between an attitude
of unhealthy fear and an attitude of prudential concern? How can we avoid living in fear to-
day?

4. Read Psalm 46. How would you compare the attitude of Psalm 46 with the attitude of the
fearful (and idolatrous) Jews in the day of Isaiah? What can Psalm 46 teach us about avoiding
idolatry?

5. What do you think is the greatest challenge to you living out this teaching? What is one prac-
tical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?

Pray

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer. Encourage your group
members to spend the next week reading and reflecting on Isaiah 28-39.
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SESSION FOUR
Comfort for Failures

Lesson Summary

In chapter 40 of Isaiah, there is a sudden shift in tone. For most of the book thus far, the consistent
focus of the prophet has been on the sins and failures of the people of God. But now, all of a sud-
den, the message that he has given is not one of critique but of comfort. In the words of Handel’s
Messiah: “Comfort ye, comfort ye my people.” In this session, we explore that message of comfort to
understand both its content, as an announcement not only of forgiveness but of the restoration of
the mission and purpose of God'’s people, and its basis in God’s own unwavering determination and

enabling speech.

Appointed Scripture
This week, read and discuss Isaiah 40:1-5 and 44:1-5 as a group.

Group Discussion Questions
1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. Describe a time when you failed at an aspect of your vocation (your work, your family re-
sponsibilities, your Christian witness, etc.). How did you respond to this failure? How did it
make you feel about your own abilities to fulfill your vocation? What gave you comfort or
hope during that time?

3. Howdo you think the Jewish exiles may have felt when Isaiah reminded them that they were
chosen to be God'’s servant and witnesses in the world? How do you feel when you think
about your own calling as a Christian to be the “salt of the earth” and “light of the world”
through whom others behold the glory of God (Mt 5:13-16)?

4. Discuss the following quote by John Webster: “We may comfort ourselves by attempting
to change things, by struggling for a world that’s more comfortable. Comfort then becomes
something we can manage, an attainment within our sphere of competence: Work hard
enough, live diligently in the right way, and comfort will be yours. But Isaiah’s comfort isn't
fantasy, and it isn’'t a human project. It’s that which God speaks.”

5. What do you think is the greatest challenge to you living out this teaching? What is one prac-
tical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?

Pray

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer. Encourage your group
members to spend the next week reading and reflecting on Isaiah 40-48.
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SESSION FIVE

The Suffering Servant

Lesson Summary

Isaiah’s twin themes of judgment against sin and comfort for sinners sit in unresolved tension with
one another for much of the book. How can we reconcile these two messages? How is it possible for
the Holy One of Israel to uphold the claims of justice while simultaneously speaking words of mercy
and compassion toward those who are guilty of injustice? In Isaiah 52:13-53:12, we find the answer
to these questions. The reason that Isaiah is able to declare peace and healing and comfort to sinful
Israel, and to us as well, is because a faithful servant has borne the holy judgment of God in our place.

Appointed Scripture
This week, read and discuss Isaiah 52:13-53:12 as a group.

Group Discussion Questions
1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. How do you think Isaiah’s original readers would have reacted the first time they read the
Fourth Servant Song (Isaiah 52:13-53:12)? What would have surprised them? What ques-
tions might they have asked as they read it?

3. Why are some people opposed to the idea that, through his suffering, Jesus bore the judg-
ment for our sin? What is it about this claim that is offensive? How would you respond to
someone who said that they disliked the idea of judgment against sin and think that it would
have been better if God could just get over it and forgive people?

4. Howdoes this passage influence your understanding of who Jesus is? How does it affect your
understanding of God? How does it inform the way you think about yourself? How should it
impact the way that we think about what it means to follow and imitate Jesus?

5. What do you think is the greatest challenge to you living out this teaching? What is one prac-
tical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?

Pray

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer. Encourage your group
members to spend the next week reading and reflecting on Isaiah 49-54.
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SESSION SIX
Dreams of the Future

Lesson Summary

All throughout the book of Isaiah, we find prophecies that describe a vision of a Utopian future, of
a time when conflict and violence will come to an end, when pain and sorrow will be gone, when
humans will live at peace with a renewed creation and will finally fulfill their created purpose to fill
the earth with the knowledge of the glory of God. In many ways, the future that Isaiah describes
hearkens back to humanity’s primordial past in the Garden of Eden, except that the promise is no
longer focused on life in a garden, but life in a city. This Utopian vision is a direct challenge to the
more mundane hopes and dreams that occupy our daily lives. For the future which Isaiah describes
is central to Christian faith. The question for us is, do we hope for this future, and how does our hope
influence the way that we live in the present?

Appointed Scripture

This week, read and discuss Isaiah 65:17-25 as a group.

Group Discussion Questions
1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. What excites when you think about the future? What changes or developments do you hope
to see in yourself, in the lives of your children or grandchildren, in your community or coun-
try?

3. How would you compare Isaiah’s visions of a new heavens a new earth with the hopes that
are common to people today? What is it that is most appealing about the future that Isaiah
describes? How is it different from the future(s) that we envision for ourselves?

4. Discuss the following quote from Charles Chaput: “Hope is a choice—a self-imposed disci-
pline to trust in God while judging ourselves and the world with unblinkered, unsentimental
clarity.” What might it mean to “trust in God” with reference to the future? Why does Chris-
tian hope enable us to judge ourselves and the world around us with “unsentimental clarity”?

5. What do you think is the greatest challenge to you living out this teaching? What is one prac-
tical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?
Pray

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer. Encourage your group
members to spend the next week reading and reflecting on Isaiah 55-66.



