Why is the world so messed up?...

Communal Bible Study – Isaiah 58
Sunday (7:45-8:30 PM)


WHERE WE’VE BEEN
· given them an experience of privilege and inequality.

· tried to set up the content of the week through the ROS.

· tried to give them a glimpse of how God views the problem and solution of our messed up world.

WHERE WE’RE GOING
· To highlight justice issues in Scripture.

· To show scriptural existence of injustice.

· To see God's heart vis-à-vis injustice.

· To point out the ongoing nature of injustice.

COMMUNAL BIBLE STUDY – ISAIAH 58

“How do I do this?”  Reviewing the inductive method (5 mins)

Take a few minutes to review the inductive Bible study method:

· Inductive vs. deductive

· Observation vs. interpretation

· Ask good questions

· Identify major themes

Ask the students to turn in their Bibles to Isaiah 58 and provide a brief introduction to lead into the study of this passage.
“Where are we?”  Setting the context (2-3 mins)

Historical Context

Isaiah was a prophet who lived during the 8th century BC. His prophetic career lasted throughout the rule of four kings of Judah during the divided kingdoms of Israel and Judah.  This is BETWEEN the high point and low point in the history of ancient Israel.  

· High point of ancient Israel is reign of Kings David and Solomon (1007 – 938 BC)  

· Low point is Babylonian exile (586 BC) which ended with the resettlement of Jerusalem led by Ezra and Nehemiah (445 BC).  This was followed by the rise of Greece and Rome and finally the birth of Christ (~ 7-2 BC)
Literary Context

Isaiah is divided into several main sections:

· Chap 1-35 Prophesies relating to Isaiah’s own time (mostly the kings) 

· Chap 36-39 Brief historical narrative

· Chap 39-66 Prophesies foretelling Israel’s sin, exile, and eventual glory (Messianic)
This section follows Isaiah’s prophecy against the futile idolatry of the Israelites in their effort to secure power and protection from both foreign powers and foreign deities.  Now Isaiah moves to their own vain attempts to secure the favor of God, pointing out the hypocrisy and injustice that is running rampant throughout their kingdom.

“What’s going on?”  Introductory Study & Observations (10 mins)

Take a few moments to have the students make some initial observations and interact with the text.  You can do your usual manuscript-style observations (repetition, compare, contrast, cause and effect, etc) or use one of the creative options below.
Option 1:  Imagine that Isaiah was writing to the modern American church.  How might his message be similar?  What would be different?
Purpose: will help them think through how this passage might relate to today’s religious environment.
Option 2:  You are an editor for Isaiah’s Dictionary & Thesaurus.  Compare and contrast the Israelites’ definition of fasting and God’s definition of fasting.
Purpose:  will draw attention to the hypocrisy between their religious rituals and God’s calling
Spend time discussing their observations and writing them down.  You could also have them share their creative entry with a partner.

“What does this mean?”  Sharing observations and questions (10 mins)

Help the group brainstorm, but be ready with the “must have” questions:

· (v.3) People complaining about God’s lack of attention to them.  Why do you think they feel that God should “notice”?

· What is God’s complaint about their religious activity?  What is wrong with what they are doing?

· What does this type of false righteousness/religious activity look like in today’s (American) society?

· (v.6) What does God call the people to do?

· Why do you think God emphasizes these things? (have them discuss this one in small groups or pairs)

· What are some of the promises that God makes to Israel?

Depending on the size of the group and the time, you may want to assign questions to pairs of students and have them discuss in smaller groups.  Then you can come back for the summary and wrap up.

“Where’s the tension?”  Summary and transition (5 mins)

God is angry with the Israelites for their purposeless religiosity, their lack of care for the nations and their false worship.  God’s desire is for Israel to be a light to the nations – a people that would transform, heal, change communities and social structures, and reach people who desire a deeper relationship with God.  Furthermore, God’s desire is that Israel would be a nation of abundance and prosperity, but in a way that reflects His holiness, righteousness, and mercy.  He wants them to be a people who reflect His shalom.

As Christians, God is calling us to be the same – a people that will bring light to the nations and serve as ambassadors of God’s shalom.  However, too often we fall short.  Examples from American history:

· Forced conversion of Native Americans ( re-education schools

· Complicity in the slave trade

· Failure to participate in the civil rights movement, especially on the part of white churches

· Continued segregation in American churches on Sunday morning

· Shunning “creation care” as a ‘secular liberal’ agenda

· Prosperity gospel and materialism

· Xenophobia and “manifest destiny”

“And your point is…?”  Application (10 mins)

Spend some time in reflection.  What is God calling you to care about?  What issues has the church ignored or even played party to that you feel God is calling you to repent of and be an agent of change?  Are there ways in which you have been involved in some of these patterns?  Spend time confessing this to God and lifting these areas up in prayer.  Ask Him to grant you a teachable heart as we examine what it means to be apart of His Kingdom mission to reDefine Reality this week.
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