ISAIAH: Experiencing God in Real Ways

Week 4: The Ultimate Purpose (God’s Word at Work)

August 19, 2012
We began our lesson today by viewing an excerpt from Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech delivered 49 years ago on August 28, 1963: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V57lotnKGF8.  The full speech is found on http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1UV1fs8lAbg or http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/mlkihaveadream.htm
· Why do you think the words Martin Luther King Jr. spoke had such a dramatic impact?
Yang noted that it was given at a time where practical racism and segregation still existed, but led to reform and the Civil Rights Act of 1964.  (See http://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/civil-rights-act/)
Moreover, this “Dream” led to the Immigration Act of 1965, without which many of our Asian parents would not have been able to come to the United States (http://www.thenagain.info/webchron/usa/immigrationact.html; http://www.asian-nation.org/1965-immigration-act.shtml).  In fact, this church was founded 30 years ago primarily by immigrants from Taiwan and now see a great influx from Malaysia and China.  Indeed, we Chinese-Americans are the beneficiaries of Martin Luther King Jr.’s cause and the centuries-long movement for freedom by his African-American colleagues and predecessors –our friends.

· How are the words of Scripture similar to and different from a powerful speech such as this?

· Why does God’s Word have a longer-lasting impact than any human speech ever could?

Throughout history, men and women have delivered powerfully inspirational speeches that made a significant impact on their audiences.  Their words have served to push people to change, to act, and to make a difference in the world.  But as great as our words can be, they still fall short of the lasting impact of God’s Word.  
Only God’s Word has stood throughout history and carries the only message that can produce true, meaningful, and lasting life-change.  What other book written between 1445 B.C. to A.D. 90 and preserved so diligently and miraculously has led to as much love, hope, and  transformation for billions of people in the millenials since then?  It has sold more than 6 billion copies, becoming the best-selling book of all time since it was officially published in 1451, around 10 years after the Gutenberg press was invented.  Before then, it was meticulously copied letter by letter by scribes, with manuscripts from original inception dating far earlier than other historical books like Homer’s Iliad, thus giving us more reassurance of its reliability over other “old” books.
Let’s read Isaiah 55:10-13 (nlt)
10“The rain and snow come down from the heavens and stay on the ground to water the earth. They cause the grain to grow, producing seed for the farmer and bread for the hungry. 11It is the same with my word. I send it out, and it always produces fruit. It will accomplish all I want it to, and it will prosper everywhere I send it. 12You will live in joy and peace. The mountains and hills will burst into song, and the trees of the field will clap their hands! 13Where once there were thorns, cypress trees will grow. Where nettles grew, myrtles These events will bring great honor to the Lord’s name; they will be an everlasting sign of his power and love.”
Some people in our world today think about the Bible and contend that it’s old, outdated, and not applicable for the things we face in the 21st century.  Those statements couldn’t be further from the truth.  The fact is that Scripture is God’s revelation of Himself.  And just as God never becomes old, outdated, or inapplicable, Scripture never does either.

This lesson examines a passage from Isaiah where God talks about His Word, its purpose, and its power.  Throughout history God has worked to move, convict, and change people through His Word.  In these verses, God says that His Word will accomplish His purposes, and one of the primary ways God has done this is to reveal Himself to humanity through Scripture.  As we come in contact with God, through the Bible, we are shown our desperate need for God as well as how much God loves us.

Let’s spend a few minutes seeing what this passage reveals about God’s Word.  God reveals Himself to us through Scripture, and just as God is unchanging, timeless, and incapable of becoming outdated, so is the Bible.
1. The Bible offers spiritual refreshment
· When you’re physically exhausted, how do you find refreshment and regain your energy?

· What’s the significance of the comparison between God’s Word and the beneficial effects of rain and snow in this passage?

Some answers given were: It cleanses, it’s pure, it’s a life-source, bringing nourishment to and facilitate growth of living things

· Verse 11 says God’s Word produces fruit; what kind of fruit do you think it means? What kinds of fruit have you seen in your life because of reading, studying, and obeying the Bible?

· Do you find yourself drawn to spend more time in certain books of the Bible and less time in others?  If so, why? If not, why do you think other people might?
· What are some ways the Bible can be a source of refreshment for you?
Throughout the Bible, we encounter God’s nature and character, our desperate need for God, and God’s great love for us.  We read about how we can trust God and experience God’s peace, and we meet men and women who have trusted God and experienced God’s peace in the past.  We learn how God is our Shepherd, our Provider, our Healer. All of these truths and traits help us find refreshment through the Bible.
2. God uses the Bible for amazing purposes

· Why do you think God chose the written word to be one of the primary ways to convey His message to humanity?  What would happen if He had only chosen the oral tradition like other cultures, to pass down truth?  Why did He hand-write the Ten Commandments Himself?  Why did He make Moses write Genesis to Deuteronomy? 

· In verse 11, God declares that his word accomplishes all He wants it to.  What are some of the purposes God might have for the Bible?
· What do these passages tell us about the importance of all Scripture, even the books we tend to focus on the least?
If we believe that God is unchanging and that the Bible is God’s revelation of Himself to us, then we cannot believe Scripture is ever outdated.  Throughout its pages, we discover why God created us and how we are called to serve others.  This is why it’s so important for us to study the Bible and understand God’s purposes in it from Genesis to Revelation.  The more we understand and obey Scripture, the more we understand God’s nature and character and purposes.
3. God uses the Bible to change our lives
We are drawn closer to God through Scripture, and our lives are changed as we read its pages and as we apply its truths in our daily walk with Christ.  God accepts us just the way we are and freely offers the gift of forgiveness through Jesus’ death and resurrection, but God also wants to transform us to more closely resemble Jesus.
· How do reading, studying, and obeying the Bible allow us to know God better?

· How does a closer relationship with God affect and shape us on a practical level?

· Verses 12 and 13 talk about some of the changes produced by God’s Word being sent out and prospering.  What emotions do these words evoke inside you, and why?

· How have you seen your life or other people’s lives change because of the Bible?
· Can reading the Bible change our lives if we don’t obey what it calls us to do?  Why or why not?
Additional Discussion
Psalm 19:7-11 (nlt)
7The instructions of the Lord are perfect, reviving the soul. The decrees of the Lord are trustworthy, making wise the simple. 8The commandments of the Lord are right, bringing joy to the heart. The commands of the Lord are clear, giving insight for living. 9Reverence for the Lord is pure, lasting forever. The laws of the Lord are true; each one is fair. 10They are more desirable than gold, even the finest gold. They are sweeter than honey, even honey dripping from the comb. 11They are a warning to your servant, a great reward for those who obey them.
· Read Psalm 19:7-11. What does this passage tell you about the content and purpose of God’s Word?

· Some people say Scripture is like a straitjacket because of its “rules and regulations.”  How does this passage show that God’s Word actually brings freedom?

· If we believe the truths of God’s Word are truly more precious than gold or silver, like verse 10 says, how will that affect the way we read and obey the Bible?

· What do you think verse 11 is talking about when it says there is a great reward in obeying God’s Word?

A final word on the Word: The Scripture says in John 1:1-4 “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was in the beginning with God.  All things were made through Him, and without Him nothing was made that was made.  In Him was life, and the life was the light of men.”  

This of course is talking about Christ.  Just as words express thoughts that could not otherwise be known to others, Jesus expresses God who could not be otherwise known in such an intimate, relatable way.  

John 1:14 says that this “Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth.”

God did not want His Word to just be written or head knowledge.  He proved it by walking it out Himself in the form of His Son, Jesus Christ.  Jesus became the LIVING Word for all around him 2000 years ago to see, hear, feel, and experience God in a tangible and real way.  In doing so, He always referred back to the written Word of God, despite BEING the LIVING Word of God.  His life validated the Word and the Word validated His life.  
Like Jesus’ example, this written-flesh cycle of the Word also needs to be reproduced by us today!  We are to immerse ourselves into the Word and in obeying it become the “living” Word for people around us to see -- to see God’s supernatural power of life-change and the fruits that His Spirit produces of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faith, gentleness, and self-control, to name a few.  As our attitudes, actions, and perspective get in line with God’s revealed desire and purpose through His Word, it gives proof of God’s existence and reality to the world, and validates the written Truth.  And then by referring others to the written Word, we assist in God’s process of transformation when they embrace the Word for themselves instead of living vicariously through another’s understanding and reading of Scripture.  Then they begin the Word (written to flesh to written) cycle themselves, hopefully over and over as we do.  In essence, we become just like Christ in the process, the Word made flesh in us!
Application
· How has God’s Word impacted your life?  How would you like to see your life changed by God’s Word in the coming weeks, months, and years?
· What are some practical steps you can take to either spend more time reading God’s Word or become more consistent in obeying its truths?

For Keeps [Memory Verse]

“It is the same with My word.  I send it out, and it always produces fruit.  It will accomplish all I want it to, and it will prosper everywhere I send it” (Isaiah 55:11 NLT).
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