Cell Notes 4 December 2005

Sermon summary and discussion starters.  Derek Kidner sums up the background to Isaiah 40 in these words.

We emerge in (Chapter 40)  in a different world from Hezekiah’s (Chapter 39)… Nothing is said of the intervening century and a half;  we wake, so to speak, on the far side of the disaster, impatient for the end of captivity.  In Chapters 40-48 liberation is in the air…

Verses 1-2.  The message is one of comfort to a people who have been undergoing God’s judgment in exile in Babylon.  The phrase double for all her sins (v.2) can be interpreted two ways.  It might just mean they have been more than punished for their sins and the slate is now clean.  But I prefer the second interpretation, that God is going to give twice as much blessing as the punishment they have had to endure. (comp. Isaiah 61:7)  That’s a lovely reflection of the gracious nature of God.  You may be in a hard place at the moment (your desert or exile); it may be made even harder by knowing it is (in part, at least) of your own making.  But here’s the precious thing: God’s purpose in this is to bless you twice as much as you are currently suffering. Where there’s repentance and humility, God brings blessing even out of our foolishness and sin.  

Discuss:  Have you ever experienced the Lord giving you double for your sins?

Verses 3-5 talk about making a highway in the desert.  The imagery in v.4 suggests major road construction: bring on the JCBs, level the ground, and build a six-lane motorway across the desert.  There are two questions here.  Which desert are we talking about? and who is going to travel on this highway?  The literal answer to the first is the Arabian Desert which separates the lands of Israel and Babylon.  But this can also apply to our metaphorical deserts of dryness and difficulty.  The second question is more intriguing, who is the road for?  Commentators usually assume it is a metaphorical road to enable the exiles to return home by the shortest possible way, rather than travelling round the fertile crescent to the north, which would be the normal route. However, v.3 actually says that this is a highway for the Lord – God is coming to His people!  That’s always the real good news for God’s people (comp. v. 9-10, Exodus 3:8).

Discuss: When have you most strongly had the sense that God has come among His people?

Verses 6-8.  It’s so strange.  The things mankind envies and strives for – celebrity, fame, wealth, power, even ‘a place in history’ – only last a moment, and often bring more misery than happiness.  By contrast, God’s glory never fades and always satisfies our deepest longings.  It’s possible to be a Christian, but still, in a corner of our hearts, be longing for earthly glory.  Give it up!  It isn’t worth the effort.  Go for what’s really worth having: God’s presence, His purpose, His promises, His glory in your life.  And if God gives you worldly success as well, fine, but don’t set your heart on it.  

Discuss: How do the lives of George Best and John Lennon illustrate the truth of these verses?

Verse 11.  This wonderful passage concludes with an assurance of God’s tender care for His people, in the metaphor of the shepherd.  We’re His flock.  We’re His lambs.  He gathers us and carries us close to His heart.  Isn’t He wonderful?

Pray for one another to experience the tender care of our Shepherd carrying us.
