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A FREED ISRAEL 
Isaiah 40-61 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 This prophet was one of the most gifted of Is-
rael’s writers. His spiritual perception and literary 
expression give many choice moments to us. We 
call these chapters (40-55) “Deutero-Isaiah,” or 
“Second Isaiah.” They follow Ezekiel in exilic 
prophecy. There is quite a change in the content 
of Second Isaiah from First Isaiah. There are three 
titles above the first paragraph: The Book of Con-
solation, The Lord’s Glory in Israel’s Liberation, 
and Promises of Salvation. 
 
I. SECOND ISAIAH 
 
 The present biblical research explains the puz-
zling differences in these two Isaiah sections. 
 
 A. The historical settings are different. Isaiah 
wrote in the reigns of Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezeki-
ah, (742-687 B.C.) in Jerusalem. From chapter 40 
on through 55, the setting is captivity in Babylon 
(538 B.C.). Jerusalem had been destroyed a gen-
eration earlier when the last king of Israel, Jehoia-
kim, and people of skilled or educated class were 
taken captives to Babylon. Second Isaiah de-
scribes history about sixty years later than First 
Isaiah. 

 Isaiah had preached conversion to God’s law, 
an ending of injustice to the poor, alcoholism, and 
the search for pleasure. The throne of the people 
failed to heed the warning and God allowed their 
sad and long exile in Babylon. Second Isaiah 
writes for people who are discouraged, dazed, and 
destitute. They need to be consoled, not threat-
ened or punished. They are so hopeless that the 
first word of this prophet is “Comfort” and this 
tone is kept throughout the next fifteen chapters, 
40-55. 
 
 B. Literary arguments for a different author 
are impressive; the tone of these chapters is sol-
emn, lyrical, redundant, and encouraging. The 
Exodus theme and its aftermath in the develop-
ment of the monarch and the temple are a charac-
teristic of the style. 
 
 Among the anonymous poet’s chapters are the 
great messianic oracles, The Songs of the Servant, 
or the Suffering Servant Songs. The author linked 
these special sections to the rest of the chapters by 
recurring phrases: “my servant,” “my Chosen 
One,” “pour out my Spirit,” “formed in the 
womb.”  Yet there are notable differences. This 
servant listens and enlightens; he presents salva-
tion as coming through expiatory sufferings of the 
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innocent. Such a servant is alive in Abraham 
(Isaiah 49:6), in Moses (Isaiah 42:6), in Jeremiah 
(wise men), in David, and in the suffering exiles. 
 
 This servant is the ideal servant of God, who, 
by total submission to the Divine Will, in over-
whelming suffering “takes away the sins of 
many.” Here is supreme holiness more than any 
past Israelite. Jesus clearly identified himself as 
the servant. 
 
Second Isaiah is considered one of the most gifted 
of Israel’s writers. His spiritual perception and 
literary expression give many choice moments to 
the reader. His oracles are of great beauty and 
power. 
 
 
II. THIRD ISAIAH (Isaiah 56-66) 
 
 The same findings come with a study of the 
next ten chapters: the setting is the post-exilic pe-
riod; the temple is being rebuilt (520-515 B.C.). 
The writer is on a new level—the age of a new 
Jerusalem and a “new creation.” The poems of 
this writer under Persian rule end as in a dawn of 
apocalyptic times. 
 
 The authors of these Isaiah sections do not 
give their names; there is no superscription be-
tween the sections in Second Isaiah. This testifies 
to an intention of the writers or the “compilers” to 
show a living, ongoing tradition of an “Isaiah 
School,” a whole scroll of Isaiah put back togeth-
er. It has been concluded that Second Isaiah was a 
disciple of Isaiah the Prophet and may have been 
the one who arranged his master’s book. Third 
Isaiah was a still later writer-disciple who finished 
his master’s scroll. 
 
 An interesting insight into these sections is 
that they speak of redemption promised, provided, 
and realized. What is “redemption”? It is what we 
mean by “ransom,” payment to get back what was 
forcibly lost to an owner. Man was lost to God, 
his “owner.” God provided the ransom (Christ, his 

son) and we know its realization; we live in the 
freedom won by our “Redeemer.” 
 
III. ISRAEL’S FREEDOM (Isaiah 40:1-31) 
 
 A. Four Voices Speak (Isaiah 40:1-11) 
 
  1. God tells his prophet to “give comfort” 
and to speak tenderly to “my people” (Isaiah 
40:1). This is like an overture to a great opera. It 
is the refrain we will hear through Second Isaiah, 
the follower-friend who continues Isaiah’s scroll.  
Literary scholars interested in the Bible call Sec-
ond Isaiah’s lyrics (oracles) poetry of great beauty 
and power. 
 
  2. Another voice cries out news of the 
Lord’s way on a desert highway through rugged 
country and broad valleys, which will end in a 
sighting of the glory of the Lord for all mankind 
to see. 
 
 The Lord’s way that we have set out on is His 
way in our lives. At times we journey forward 
through a desert in rugged country, and we doubt 
where God’s way is... to turn back will mean go-
ing back to servitude to another master’s voice. If 
instead, we go on, we prepare the Lord’s way not 
in a wasteland of no profit, but in a glorious next 
life. The actual fulfillment of this voice was rec-
ognized by such Evangelists in the New Testa-
ment as John the Baptist (Matthew 3:3, John 
1:23). 
 
 Long ago in the early days of Christianity, 
Christians gathered together in their homes—and 
during times of persecution, in the catacombs—
for the readings of Scripture and the celebration of 
the Breaking of the Bread (Eucharist). Our cele-
brations, called the Liturgy, contain these earliest 
traditions, so today all during the time before the 
Nativity, we read scriptures of John the Baptist 
and texts from Isaiah in anticipation of the birth of 
our Savior, Jesus Christ. The Advent songs and 
the two Bible readings with little Bible verses 
gathered around them are our “Book of Comfort” 
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during this time of longing and preparation, as we 
await the fulfillment of Isaiah’s words, “Here 
comes with power the Lord God!” (Isaiah 40:10). 
 
 Have you ever gone through an Advent season 
following its readings and songs (for the entire 
four week’s readings, songs, and antiphons)? The 
Bible was kept from Catholics in the early years 
of the church so they were not able to experience 
its rich treasures—which is the Eucharist in a Bi-
ble setting. Across this world are Roman or Or-
thodox Catholics making this a part of their daily 
lives. Every parish has such faithful, including all 
ages and all types of people, mothers with small 
children, businessmen (6:30 Mass), retired people, 
young men and women... For once in your “prime 
of life” you may find that you can give this to 
yourself and to God on the way to him. You will 
never forget it! 
 
  3. Another voice cries out with a startling 
definition of us—”grass”—which withers (Isaiah 
40:7). 
 

Though the grass withers,  
and the flower wilts,  
The word of our God stands “forever!” (Isaiah 
40:8) 

 
  4. A herald is the last voice (heralds cried 
out the news in the streets in olden times): “Cry 
out at the top of your voice, the good news: “Here 
is your God!” (Isaiah 40:9). Then follows the end-
ing of this passage, of which a Biblical hymn of 
our times sings: 
 

Like a shepherd he feeds his flock;  
in his arms he gathers the lambs  
Carrying them in his bosom,  
and leading the ewes with care (Isaiah 40:11). 

 
 The prophet next presents God as the match-
less Creator. Here is descriptive poetry for our 
imaginations. Our nations are “as dust on the 
scales” as “nothing” in the Infinite One’s measure 
(Isaiah 40:15). 

 With a wry humor the prophet describes the 
making of an idol with pieces of wood or metals, 
and placing it immobile on a table. 
 
 But to the Creator God of the Israelites all on 
earth are like “grasshoppers” yet “the Eternal 
God” who does not grow weary, renews the 
strength of young and old. 
 

They that hope in the Lord will renew their 
strength;  
They will soar as with eagle’s wings;  
They will run and not grow weary,  
Walk and not grow faint (Isaiah 40:31).   

 
IV. THE PROMISES OF GOD 
 
 Here we close our study of the important book 
of Isaiah and his followers, with a reflection on 
words of God which will uplift our spirits with a 
new realization of how God loves us. 
 
 A. Promise of LOVE (Isaiah 43:4). In 
words of amazing tenderness, Isaiah tells of the 
love and faithfulness that the true God, whom 
they alone know, has for His “sons and daugh-
ters.” “You are precious in my eyes, and glorious 
and... I love    you... “ 
 
 Twice God says to the Israelites and to us, 
“You are my witnesses... my servants whom I 
have chosen to know and believe in me and un-
derstand that it is I” (Isaiah 43:10). That is surely 
true of us but we have more claim to be precious 
in his eyes, for he gave his only Son to earth to 
win us back. We say with the psalmist,  

I will praise you, O Lord;  
I will thank you all my days.  

 
This is like saying to God, “You are precious in 
my eyes…” 
 
 Do you give praise to God first in your pray-
er? Do you thank him at the end? Though some 
one else’s prayer written out for you such as in 
prayer books, etc. is helpful, not ever to express 
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yourself to God is not to give him the “personal 
touch.” And in group prayer, which is “where two 
or three are gathered in my name,” the Lord is 
pleased that each offers some words to him. 
 

 B. Of Forgiveness (Isaiah 44:22-23) 
 

I have brushed away your offenses like a 
cloud,  
your sins like a mist,  
return to me, for I have redeemed you! 
Listen to the exalting cry:  
raise a glad cry, you heavens,  
the Lord has done this!  
Shout, the depths of the earth,  
break forth, you mountains, into song,  
you forest, with all your trees.  
For the LORD has redeemed Jacob,  
and shows his glory through Israel. 

 
 Can you imagine the heavens, the earth, the 
forest, and the trees all busy at this time? Try put-
ting your name instead of “Jacob” above, and 
“me” for “Israel.” Do you sense the spirit of the 
poet-prophet in his joy? 
 
 You are a victory for God in your faithful be-
lief and life and love. You yourself show His glo-
ry to the world of angels and humans. 
 
 C. Of His Loyalty (Isaiah 45:47). God 
speaks directly to Cyrus through Isaiah, to the 
“fugitives among the Gentiles.” To the virgin 
daughter of Babylon, to the exiles of Jacob.  To 
all he states strongly who he is, what he does in 
the heavens and earth. Any of this would be good 
for us to carefully read... We should pay special 
attention to God’s words in Isaiah 48:17:  
 

Thus says the Lord, your redeemer,  
the LORD your God,  
teach you what is for your good,  
and lead you on the way you should go,  
The way of the LORD. 

 

 D. A Dream Of God. God has a dream, 
too—of a future that He wants us to have. He 
shares His dream with us—for we are His crea-
tures with free wills. Only He can help us realize 
Him as our God. Telling us of the future He wants 
us to have, is sharing His dream with His crea-
tures of free wills. Only we can really help Him 
realize His dream. 

 
Justice will bring about peace;  
right will produce calm and security  
every valley shall be filled in,  
every mountain shall be made low;  
Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed,  
and all mankind shall see it together.  
...they will soar as with eagle’s wings,  
they will run and not grow weary,  
walk and not grow faint.  
The LORD shall be your light forever. 

 
V. THE LIBERATORS OF ISRAEL (Isaiah 
41-46:13) 

 There are three Liberators in this section. God 
first mentions one of them, Cyrus the Great, the 
Persian Emperor (Isaiah 41:1-5, 25), then asks 
who stirred him up, who has performed his deeds? 
He answers: 

 
 A. The Holy One of Israel (Isaiah 41:8-
29). “I, the Lord, am the first, and with the last I 
will also be” (Isaiah 41:4). Though the coastlands 
see and fear, Israel, “my servant, offspring of 
Abraham, my friends, fear not, I am with you” 
(Isaiah 41:5, 8, 10). In comforting reassurances 
God promises nothing shall harm them, for “it is I 
who say, “Fear not, I will help you...O worm Ja-
cob...”(Isaiah 41:13-14). In wonderful promises, 
He tells them that they shall have victory over 
earth’s mountains and hills, over plants, and riv-
ers; that the afflicted and the needy shall be cared 
for, “that all may know, observe and understand, 
that the hand of the LORD has done this, the Holy 
One of Israel has created it” (Isaiah 41:20). 
Should anyone doubt, he challenges, “present 
your case...then he foretells his answer: “I have 
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stirred up one from the north, and he comes; from 
the east I summon him by name” (Isaiah 41:25).  
 
 B. Cyrus, the “Champion of Justice” 
(Isaiah 41:1-5, 25; 44:24-28; 1ff, 46:11; 
48:14ff). The story in the Bible of the Persian 
conqueror is so unlikely in history that we might 
suspect a higher power than human efforts was 
involved with the amazing deeds of this conqueror 
or nations toward the small captive nation of Isra-
el. There is a similarity between this event and 
what astonished the world in the last months of 
1989—the freeing in one week of nation after na-
tion in the Communist bloc in Eastern Europe, 
while all the nations of the world watched, en-
thralled, before their TV’s. This unthought-of and 
seemingly impossible event, without violence or 
war, brings a quiet conviction that our “higher 
power,” the God of Israel of old, was repeating his 
decree in Isaiah:  

Turn to me and be safe,  
all you ends of the earth,  
for I am God; there is no other (Isaiah 45:22). 

 
 Cyrus will overthrow the great Babylon, “nev-
er more to be inhabited from age to age,” wrote 
Isaiah (13:20). And this happened. There are un-
important mounds in a lonely spot near where the 
mighty Euphrates flowed. A little Arab settlement 
called Babil is a few miles north and is all that 
remains of Babylon the Great, “the mother of har-
lots and abominations of the earth” (Revelations 
17:5).  German archaeologists cleared a million 
cubic feet on this site before reaching a part of the 
temple of the god Marduk. Unearthed, it measures 
1,500 ft. by 1,800 ft. But Isaiah wrote,  

“Wildcats shall rest there,  
and owls shall fill the houses;  
There ostriches shall dwell,  
Desert beasts shall howl in her castles and  
jackals in her luxurious palaces (Isaiah 13:21-
22). 

 
 Cyrus was no cruel king. He was the most be-
nign of all the early despots—an enlightened rul-
er. He recognized that an empire’s people need to 

be safe and prosperous. As Isaiah had prophesied 
before it came to be, Cyrus sent the captive Israel-
ites home with money and orders that they be 
helped to repair Jerusalem’s wall and houses, and 
to rebuild their temple (Ezra 1:1-4). God can do 
just as amazing things for us. 
 
 Cyrus died in 530 B.C., near the town of Per-
sepolis in southern Iran, and was buried in his 
royal palace. The archaeologist-reporter, Werner 
Keller, in his book The Bible as History, tells us 
that in that area today stands a small old stone 
building dating from the time of Cyrus; six square 
steps lead to a small chamber. Above the entrance 
could be read: “O man, whoever you are and 
wherever you come for I know that you will 
come, I am Cyrus, who gave the Persians their 
empire. Do not begrudge me this patch of earth 
that covers my body.” Alas, the golden sarcopha-
gus where Cyrus was laid, is gone—not there. We 
feel a twinge of sadness for Cyrus. 
 
 Isaiah tells us that God “grasps Cyrus by the 
hand” and tells him that he will be his helper and 
defender on his move to conquer the nations...that 
you may know that I am the LORD, the God of 
Israel, who calls you by name, “for the sake of my 
servant, of Israel, my chosen one...” (Isaiah. 45:4). 
 
 For us, these words of Scripture vindicate our 
faith in our God, for they declare strongly again 
and again, his power and his care and supremacy 
over all. We have known this from childhood. 
These people were surrounded by idol-
worshipping and well-off people, while they, the 
Israelites, were a small portion, a poor and con-
quered portion of mankind. Yet, the record of this 
small nation, this portion of earth’s people, is the 
most important book in the world, read continu-
ously in lands of the earth, a “light to the Gen-
tiles” (gentiles is taken from the Latin for “peo-
ple”—gentes). This priceless book came to us 
from the writings and the belief of these enslaved 
people to whom God said, “O Israel, by me you 
shall never be forgotten!” (Isaiah 44:21). Isaiah’s 
chapters 46 and 47 describe the condemnation of 
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the false gods of Babylon and their fall, along 
with the people and cities of Babylonia. 
 
 C. The Servant of the Lord (Isaiah 42:1-
9, 49:1-7, 50:4-11, 52:13, 53:12). What Isaiah 
has written in the coming passages is a foretelling 
of Jesus of Nazareth, 500 years before He came. 
One wonders what Isaiah realized about his writ-
ing and its meaning; who was the one he describes 
so vividly? The apostles and evangelists, who dis-
covered the very one Isaiah had foretold, called 
him their LORD, the MESSIAH. This must have 
revealed to them something of their own amazing 
role in the story of the Liberator of Israel, the Son 
of God... 
 
 We will try to reflect upon, and treasure some 
of these most important passages in the Old Tes-
tament and in the New. 
 
  1. First Servant Song: Called to 
Bring Justice to the Earth (Isaiah 42:1-9). 
This servant is described in vivid words of praise, 
yet the first description is “servant”—a role nam-
ing a relationship to God and to His people. “My 
chosen one,”...”I am pleased... I have put my spir-
it.” The Spirit was revealed to John the Baptist, 
who said, “I saw the Spirit come down as a dove 
from the sky and remain upon him” (John 1:32). 
Mary, too, was told, “The Holy Spirit will come 
upon you...the child to be born will be called holy 
the Son of God” (Luke 1:35). This servant will 
come gently with His voice and touch as He “es-
tablishes justice on the earth” (Matthew 11:28-29, 
12:15-21). 
 
 The “coastlands will wait for his teaching.” 
Coastlands meant the lands across the sea which 
were the entrance to Greece and Europe and west 
from there, the “New World.” In time, these lands 
heard His teaching and became the “Holy Roman 
Empire” in Europe, as Christians united in the 
faith which they took to the New World. This 
servant’s teaching crossed all the oceans as a 
“new covenant for the nations” (Luke 22:20).  

Ending their spiritual blindness, they received the 
“light for the nations” (John 8:12). 
 
  2. The Second Servant Song (Isaiah 
49:1-7). This is written in the first person: “The 
Lord called me from birth, from my mother’s 
womb he gave me my name” (Luke 2:21). The “ 
Lord made me a sharp-edged sword concealed in 
his arm” (Isaiah 49:2). He will win the victory 
over the pagan world. 
 
 The night came when Mary’s son Jesus fell to 
the ground in an agony of the spirit, “I thought I 
had toiled in vain, and for nothing uselessly spent 
my strength” (Isaiah 49:4), as He faced the com-
ing rejection of both worlds—the Jewish believers 
in God, and the Roman pagans. Yet His victory 
over both forces was promised. “It is too little for 
you to be my servant, to raise up the tribes of Ja-
cob... I will make you a light to the nations that 
my salvation may reach to the ends of the earth” 
(Isaiah 49:6, Luke 2:25-32, Acts 13:46-47). 
 
  3. The Third Servant Song (Isaiah 
50:4-9). This is again in the first person: “The 
Lord has given me a well-trained tongue, that I 
might know how to speak to the weary” (Isaiah 
50:4; Mark 6:2, John 8:46). 
 
 The servant speaks of his life’s climax: “I 
have not rebelled, have not turned back. I gave my 
back to those who beat me, my cheeks to those 
who plucked my beard, my face I did not shield 
from buffets and spitting” (Isaiah 50:5-6, Matthew 
7:30, John 19:1-3). 
 
  4. The Fourth Servant Song (Isaiah 
52:13-15, 53:1-12). The song is said by the Lord 
of the servant: “See, my servant shall prosper; he 
shall be raised high and greatly exalted” (Isaiah 
52:13). It seems a strange allusion since it is fol-
lowed by a scene of suffering and humiliation in a 
cruel punishment. 
 
 Yet this has been literally true in Christian his-
tory as the cross of Jesus has topped church stee-
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ples, hung in gold or silver adorned with jewels 
over altars and walls across the world, and worn 
as Christian jewelry. In the first Christian ages, 
the figure of the unique man who died on that 
cross was not put there, for the body was taken 
down and buried. Rather, the cross was the sign of 
that saving death, so it was covered with exquisite 
jewels and called the “Glorious Cross.” The fa-
mous artist, Salvador Dali, created glorious cross-
es, which were on display in a Dallas, Texas art 
museum. 
 
 Only in the terrible suffering all over Europe 
in the Black Death Plague which occurred at the 
same time as the brutal Hundred Years War be-
tween France and England, did Christians put Je-
sus’ crucified body on their crosses; they found 
comfort in His having also suffered to the death, 
and for them. They felt a new sense of unity with 
Him and were reminded of eternal happiness with 
Him. 
 
 In Isaiah 53:1 the speaker changes to “we.” 
“Who would believe what we have heard?” The 
crucifixion of Jesus is then described while the 
speakers openly acknowledge that his death was 
due to “our offenses, our sins,” the “guilt of us 
all,” “by his stripes we were healed.” As we read 
through verses 4-12, we are amazed to read such 
accurate descriptions of the crucifixion 500 years 
before the Gospel writers described what Jesus 
suffered (Isaiah 53:4-12, Matthew 8:16-17, 1 Co-
rinthians 15:3). 
 
 This remarkable description in Isaiah of the 
cross of Jesus and its true meaning even to His 
burial, is a strong witness in the Old Testament 
prophecies to the New Testament Gospels. The 
suffering of the innocent, the holy martyrs, for 
example, or those permanently disabled or perse-
cuted, enslaved or abused, will, in proportion to 
their pain, bring their share in the glory of their 
resurrected and eternal lives. Of them this will 
also be true: “Because of his affliction he shall see 
the light in the fullness of days” (Isaiah 53:11a, 
Mark 15:28). 

 The Meaning for the Church. The sacrificial 
death of Jesus fulfills the Old Testament sacrifice 
of a Passover Lamb. This is particularly seen in 
the three times that all present in the Eucharistic 
Sacrifice exclaim, as the priest holds aloft the 
consecrated bread and wine: “Lamb of God, who 
takes away the sin of the world, have mercy on 
us.” The most innocent of animals, so valuable to 
the Jews as a precious gift to present, whole and 
perfect to the LORD, says much about the Servant 
of God. Offered by us and accepted by God for 
our saving from ours and the world’s evil deeds. 
Is this sacrament of the Eucharist we label “the 
Mass,” rather meaningless or full of meaning for 
you? Have you thoughtfully and reverently read 
the prayers said at the altar in order to realize well 
what the tremendous meaning is? This suffering 
death of Jesus surely deserves this from us. 
 
VI. THE NEW JERUSALEM (Isaiah 54-55, 
Galatians 4:26-27, John 35-36) 
 
 Jerusalem, after the fall of Babylon to Cyrus, 
welcomes the freed Israelites. But the returnees 
find their land too small and their temple gone. 
The prophet predicts that Jerusalem will experi-
ence a new glory, which will lead to a new King-
dom of the God of Israel. There will be one king-
dom for all men in a covenant of peace with each 
other. “My love will never leave you, nor my cov-
enant of peace be shaken, says the Lord who has 
mercy on you” (Isaiah 54:10). The new Jerusalem 
and Mt. Zion where the new temple of the Lord 
will rise again, is pictured sparkling with precious 
stones, symbols of the wealth of grace and good-
ness that the Lord will bring through the Redeem-
er, the Holy One of Israel (Isaiah 54:5). St. Paul 
sees the fulfillment in Jesus (Galatians 4:27). And 
the New Jerusalem as the Church built on the re-
demption by Christ and completed in the resurrec-
tion of the dead to new life. 
 
 “All you who are thirsty, come to the water!” 
(Isaiah 55:1-3). Come to me... This invitation to 
clear water and rich fare is offered to those who 
“seek the Lord while he may be found.” The “all” 
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is an inclusion to the whole “city of God,” ful-
filled as never before in the One Church founded 
by the Apostles’ teaching and power after Jesus 
had ascended. “All power in heaven and on earth 
has been given to me. Go and make disciples of 
all nations....teaching them to observe all that I 
have commanded you” (Matthew 28:19-20). 
 
VII. ISRAEL AFTER THE EXILE (Isaiah 56-
66) 
 
 These last ten chapters are called Third Isaiah 
and were written after the actual return of the first 
captives. Here we will see the possibility or the 
reality of “foreigners who would join themselves 
to the Lord.” All people are seen as called by the 
Lord to His covenant. Even those incapable of 
adding children to the new Israel are promised “a 
monument and a name better than sons and 
daughters; even an “eternal, imperishable name” 
(Isaiah 56:5). St. Jerome saw in this text a prophe-
cy on vowed virginity as it arose in the church 
from Jesus’ words (Matthew 19:11-12; 1 Corin-
thians 7:7, 25-35). 
 
 The temple is called “my house of prayer for 
all peoples...others will I gather besides those al-
ready gathered” (Isaiah 56:8). 
 
 But the “faithless people,” always part of our 
race, refer here to those who fall into idolatry 
again—always a temptation to the Israelites, even 
to the belief that sacrificing their children to the 
pagan god Moloch, will benefit them. “The wind 
will bear away” such people, but those who “take 
refuge in me shall inherit the land, and possess my 
holy mountain” (Isaiah 57:13). 
 
 Third Isaiah speaks of a settled faithful, with 
their habits of religion, their outward practices, 
even of their fasting regularly. But true fasting, 
God tells the prophet, does not “drive your labor-
ers, quarrel with others, or fight. This is the fast-
ing that I wish—releasing those bound unjustly” 
(Isaiah 58:6). What does this mean for us? “Share 
your bread with the hungry, shelter the oppressed 

and the homeless” (Isaiah 58:7). For Americans in 
their economic sufficiency and in their opportuni-
ty to acquire household and personal comforts and 
attractiveness in homes and lawns, it is difficult to 
ever see physically the “oppressed, the homeless” 
“the naked” so that we do as God asks. When we 
do, then He promises, “Your light will break forth 
like the dawn, and you shall quickly be healed... 
Then you will delight in the Lord, you shall call 
and the Lord will answer” (Isaiah 58:8-9). 
 
 A special help for us, especially in times of 
repentance (during Lent as we prepare for confes-
sion) is an Advent meditation in the truly inspired 
chapters 58 and 59. “Then you will delight in the 
Lord, and I will make you ride on the heights of 
the earth” (Isaiah 58:14). The unfaithfulness de-
scribed, “The Lord saw…and was appalled that 
there was no one to intervene...so he put on jus-
tice...and zeal…and he shall come to Zion a re-
deemer to those who turn from sin” (Isaiah 59:17-
20). 
 
 The glory of the people of the New Zion who 
resettled in Jerusalem and Judah will shine out to 
all, when the former captives live what the proph-
ets taught. The exultant description of this new 
people is read in our Mass for Epiphany as sym-
bols of the universality of the Church (Isaiah 
61:1-3). One Sabbath, Jesus read in the synagogue 
at Nazareth this text, and he followed it with the 
strong impressive words, “Today this scripture is 
fulfilled among you” (Luke 4:18). It shocked 
them so that they wanted to throw him over the 
hill. “But he passed through the midst of them and 
went away.” 
 
 A short passage that somehow calls to mind 
Jesus in his Passion (Isaiah 63:1-5), is followed by 
a cruel line, “I trampled down the people in my 
wrath.” Scholars believe that this originally was a 
description of the people of Edom, descendants of 
Esau, and long-time enemies of Israel. 
 
 One of the jewels of the Bible (Isaiah 63:7-11) 
came when Jerusalem lay in ruins, and the peo-
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ple’s only hope lay in God, who, however, 
seemed to be far away, his redemption lost in the 
sad past. The Hebrew word so important in the 
Scriptures, “hesed” opens and closes this prayer 
of entreaty. Hesed means a sort of strong dutiful 
love that comes from a natural bond. The Jews 
saw their relationship with God as a bond with 
God who loved them.  Divine favors are lovingly 
and imploringly recalled as in the great covenant 
texts (Exodus 4:22-23; Ezekiel 16, Hosea 11:1). 
 
 An apocalyptic section ends Isaiah, when the 
Lord promises a joyful Jerusalem, where “the 
wolf and the lamb graze alike” and his people re-
ceive blessings as come to a child at his mother’s 

breast, as come from “prosperity flowing like a 
river,” as little ones comforted in their mother’s 
arms. “So will I comfort you...and your hearts will 
rejoice” (Isaiah 66:13-14). A prophecy is added 
for all mankind’s judgment when the Lord comes 
“in fire in strict response to the unfaithful and the 
evil ones who shall all perish with their deeds and 
their thoughts, says the Lord”. There will be a 
gathering of the nations “of every language” who 
will see the glory of God, in a new heaven and a 
new earth, that all mankind will acknowledge, 
some in joy never to end, and some whose “worm 
shall not die, nor their fire be extinguished” (Isai-
ah 66:22-24, Mark 9:42-43). 
 

 
* * * * * * * 
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QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 17 
Joel and Obadiah 

 
Day 1  Read the notes. 
 a. How did they help you or inform you? 
 
 
 
 
Day 2  Read Joel 1.  
 a. Why does Joel describe the grasshopper plague here? 
 
 
 
 
 b. What does he suggest to the priests? 
 
 
 
 
 c. What does he say to us? 
 
 
 
 
Day 3  Read Joel 2:1-17.  
 a. Joel describes again the insect plagues in 2:1-10. What descriptive words give you the most 

vivid picture? 
 
 
 
 
 b. What does “the day of the Lord” mean in Joel 1:15 and 2:11b? 
 
 
 
 
 c. How and when does the Church help us to do the work of the Lord as in Joel 2:12-17? 
 
 
 
 
 d. Apply Joel 2:12-13 to yourself and see what is wanting in you (in your way of reacting to 

natural catastrophes). (Personal) To be shared: Is there something God is “speaking” about to 
our nation? 
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Day 4  Read Joel 2:18-27. 
 a. How does God react to the cry of so many Israelites? 
 
 
 
 
 
 b. In Joel 2:23 how can a catastrophe be a “teacher of justice?” 
 
 
 
 
 
 c. Read Joel 3:1-2 and Acts 2:17-21. Who quoted Joel and on what occasion? What does this 

say to you? 
 
 
 
 
 
Day 5  Read Joel 4 and Revelation 14:15.  
 a. Though this chapter is directed to the Israel of that time, what does it foreshadow for all na-

tions? 
 
 
 
 
 
 b. In Joel 4:17-21 and Ezekiel 47:1-12, what does the flowing water symbolize in the Christian 

fulfillment of the Old Testament? 
 
 
 
 
 
Day 6  Read Obadiah (one chapter prophecy). 
 a. Locate Edom on your map. What had they done? (Obadiah 1:10ff). 
 
 
 
 
 
 b. Read Matthew 7:12. Who is quoting Obadiah 1:15? Is there a difference in the Matthew 

quote? If Christians seriously learned this and acted on it; what would be a result? 


