The Book of Isaiah, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 19: Cyrus, the Sovereign Lord, and Babylon’s Fall
Isaiah 45:1-48:22
Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

The aim of this lesson is to anchor the class in the bedrock truth that runs through Isaiah 45
through 48: there is one God and no other, sovereign over history and over every human ruler,
the only Savior, and the only One worthy of every knee and tongue. Help the class feel the
weight of God naming Cyrus a century and a half in advance as proof that He alone declares the
end from the beginning, and let that proof build confidence rather than mere information. The
skeptics in our pews often quietly wonder whether God really governs the chaos they see; these
chapters answer that wonder directly.

At the same time, draw the class into the warmth of these chapters. The same God who topples
Babylon stoops to carry His people to gray hairs and flings open an invitation to the ends of the
earth. Keep the doctrinal climax (the universal call of 45:22-23 and its fulfillment in Christ at
Philippians 2:10-11) clearly before them, while resisting any drift toward a political reading of
Israel’s return. The return from Babylon is real history, but its deepest meaning is the
redemption God accomplishes in Christ for all who will turn to Him in obedient faith.

Question 1
Student Question:

In Isaiah 45:1-7 God names Cyrus and declares, | form light and create darkness, | make well-
being and create calamity; | am the Lord, who does all these things. What does this passage
teach us about God'’s sovereignty over rulers and history, and how does it guard us against
thinking world events are out of God'’s reach?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Isaiah 45:1-7 opens with a stunning title applied to a Gentile king: Cyrus, the Lord’s anointed
(literally His messiah, His anointed one). God grasps Cyrus by the right hand to subdue nations
before him, and He does it for the sake of Jacob, His servant. The point is not that Cyrus is godly;
he is an instrument. God is the agent, Cyrus is the tool. This was written long before Cyrus
existed, and Isaiah even names him (44:28; 45:1), which is precisely the kind of advance
announcement God uses throughout these chapters to prove He alone is God.

The center of the passage is verse 7: | form light and create darkness, | make well-being and
create calamity; | am the Lord, who does all these things. This is not a claim that God authors
moral evil; the word translated calamity refers to disaster, adversity, the dark side of
providence, here especially the judgment falling on Babylon and the upheaval that frees Israel.
God is asserting total sovereignty against the Persian dualism that imagined a good god of light
forever at war with an evil god of darkness. There are not two powers. There is one God over
light and dark alike.



Notice the repeated refrain, that you may know that | am the Lord (45:3, 45:6). God’s purpose in
raising up Cyrus reaches beyond politics. He acts in history so that people from the rising of the
sun to its setting will know there is none besides Him. The freeing of the exiles is a sermon
preached to the whole world about the identity of the true God.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e God’s sovereignty extends over pagan rulers who do not know Him; He can use a Cyrus, a
Pharaoh, or a Caesar without endorsing them. This guards us against both political despair
and political idolatry.

¢ Naming Cyrus in advance is offered by God as evidence of His unique deity; predictive
prophecy fulfilled in history is part of the Bible’s own case for the one true God.

e Verse 7 must be handled carefully: God creates calamity in the sense of bringing disaster
and judgment, not in the sense of being the author of sin. James 1:13 still stands; God
tempts no one.

e The freeing of Israel is for God's redemptive purposes and for His glory among the nations,
not merely a national-political event.

Discussion Prompts

e Read 45:1-4 aloud and ask: what does it do to your view of current events to know God can
name and use a ruler who does not even know Him?

e How does verse 7 help us when calamity comes, and what does it not mean (the class
should rule out God authoring sin)?

¢ What does the repeated phrase that you may know that | am the Lord tell us about why God
acts in history?

Question 2
Student Question:

Think honestly about how you read the news and respond to the headlines that unsettle you.
How would truly believing that the Lord raises up and uses even pagan rulers for His purposes
change the way your heart settles down each day?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Isaiah 45:8-13 contains the famous potter and clay confrontation. God invokes the heavens to
rain down righteousness and the earth to sprout salvation (verse 8), then turns sharply on those
who would argue with their Maker. Woe to him who strives with him who formed him, a pot
among earthen pots. Does the clay say to the potter, What are you making? The absurdity is the
point: the creature has no standing to put the Creator in the dock.

This is aimed at people in Isaiah’s day who could not accept that God would use a foreigner like
Cyrus to accomplish His plans. They wanted redemption on their own terms and along their own
preferred channels. God’s reply is that He is the Potter and He will work as He sees fit, and verse



13 reaffirms, | have stirred him up in righteousness, and | will make all his ways level; he shall
build my city and set my exiles free.

There is a crucial difference between honest lament, which the Bible welcomes (think of the
Psalms and Job), and quarreling with God, which puts the creature in judgment over the
Creator. Job asks hard questions and is heard; the difference is the posture of the heart. Trust
can wrestle. Pride simply rebels.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The potter and clay image teaches the Creator’s rightful authority over His creation, an
image Paul develops in Romans 9 to defend God’s freedom in His dealings with people.

e There is a difference between faithful lament and quarreling with God; Scripture invites the
former and rebukes the latter.

¢ God works through means and people we might not have chosen; our preferences are not
the measure of His wisdom.

¢ This does not teach a determinism that overrides human accountability; the larger context
(45:22) shows a genuine, universal call to turn and be saved.

Discussion Prompts

e What is the difference between bringing God an honest, painful question and quarreling
with Him as the clay quarrels with the potter?

e Why might Israel have struggled to accept Cyrus as God’s instrument, and where do we
resist God’s chosen means today?

¢ How does remembering you are the clay and He is the Potter actually bring rest rather than
fear?

Question 3
Student Question:

In Isaiah 45:9-13 God answers those who would quarrel with their Maker, comparing it to clay
arguing with the potter. What is the right posture for a creature before the Creator, and where
do people most often cross the line from honest questions into quarreling with God?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Isaiah 45:14-19 looks ahead to the nations coming to acknowledge that God is with Israel,
confessing, Surely God is in you, and there is no other, no god besides him. This is a foretaste of
the gospel age, when people of every nation would come to the God of Israel through His Christ.
The God of Israel is repeatedly called a Savior here (verse 15, verse 21), a hint of redemption far
larger than a single nation’s homecoming.

Verse 18 grounds the argument in creation: God did not create the earth empty (the word is the
same as the formless of Genesis 1:2); He formed it to be inhabited. The God who made the
world for life and order is the same God who declares, | am the Lord, and there is no other. His
character is consistent from creation to redemption.



Verse 19 is precious: | did not speak in secret, in a land of darkness; | the Lord speak the truth, |
declare what is right. The true God is not like the mumbling oracles of the pagans. He speaks
plainly, truthfully, and findably. His word can be trusted because of who He is.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The nations coming to acknowledge the God of Israel anticipates the worldwide reach of the
gospel, fulfilled in the church drawn from every nation, not in a political ingathering.

¢ God is named Savior repeatedly here; salvation, not merely national restoration, is the
deepest theme of these chapters.

e God’s creation of the world to be inhabited (not empty) underscores His good purposes and
His unique deity.

e God speaks truthfully and openly, which is the foundation for trusting His word over the
confused claims of false religion.

Discussion Prompts

e Where do you see hints in this passage that God’s plan was always bigger than one nation?

e Why does it matter that God says He did not speak in secret? How does that shape how we
treat the Bible?

e What difference does it make that the God who judges is repeatedly called Savior?

Question 4
Student Question:

Is there an area of your life where you have been quarreling with the Potter rather than trusting
Him, perhaps over a circumstance you did not choose? What is one thing you can surrender to
His hands this week?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Isaiah 45:20-25 is the doctrinal high point of this lesson. God summons the survivors of the
nations and exposes the folly of carrying about a wooden idol and praying to a god that cannot
save. Then comes the great invitation: Turn to me and be saved, all the ends of the earth, for |
am God and there is no other (verse 22). This is the broadest possible call, flung past Israel to
every soul on the planet.

Verse 23 raises the stakes to an oath: By myself | have sworn; from my mouth has gone out in
righteousness a word that shall not return: To me every knee shall bow, every tongue shall
swear allegiance. God stakes His own name on the certainty that universal homage will one day
be His. Nothing can finally stand against this purpose.

The New Testament takes these very words and applies them to Jesus. In Philippians 2:10-11
Paul declares that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow and every tongue confess that
Jesus Christ is Lord. The honor that God here reserves for Himself alone is given to Christ, which
is one of Scripture’s clearest testimonies to the full deity of the Son. The universal call of 45:22
becomes the universal call of the gospel.



Hold two truths together here. First, the call is genuinely universal; God really does invite all the
ends of the earth, which rules out any notion that the call comes only to a pre-selected few.
Second, the call requires a response, turning to Him. In the gospel age that turning is spelled
out: hearing, believing, repenting, confessing, and being baptized into Christ (Acts 2:38; Romans
6:3-4; Galatians 3:26-27). The invitation is open to all, but it must be answered in obedient
faith.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e |[saiah 45:22 is one of the clearest Old Testament statements of the universal, sincere gospel
call; God invites all the ends of the earth, which stands against any teaching that the call is
offered only to a select few.

e God alone is the Savior; verse 21 explicitly asks, who told this long ago? Was it not |, the
Lord? And there is no other god besides me, a righteous God and a Savior.

e Philippians 2:10-11 applies the divine prerogative of Isaiah 45:23 to Jesus, affirming the
deity of Christ and the lordship before whom all will bow.

¢  The call must be answered; turning to God in the gospel age means responding in obedient
faith, including repentance and baptism into Christ for the forgiveness of sins (Acts 2:38).

* Every knee bowing is certain; the only question is whether we bow now in glad faith or later
in forced acknowledgment.

Discussion Prompts

e Read 45:22 slowly and ask: who is invited? What does the breadth of all the ends of the
earth tell us about God'’s heart?

e Compare 45:23 with Philippians 2:10-11. What does it mean that words God speaks of
Himself are applied to Jesus?

e [f turning to God is the response He requires, how does the New Testament fill out what
that turning looks like for us?

Question 5
Student Question:

Isaiah 46:1-7 contrasts the idols of Babylon, which must be carried as burdens, with the God
who carries His people from birth to old age. What does this contrast reveal about the difference
between false gods and the true God, and how do idols always end up burdening the people who
serve them?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Isaiah 46:1-7 paints an unforgettable scene. Bel and Nebo, the great gods of Babylon, are
pictured being loaded onto pack animals as the city falls. The idols stoop, they bow down
together; they themselves go into captivity. The gods that were supposed to carry their
worshipers must instead be carried, a burden on weary beasts, unable to save even themselves.



Against this God sets His own astonishing claim (verses 3-4): Listen to me, you who have been
borne by me from before your birth, carried from the womb; even to your old age | am he, and
to gray hairs | will carry you. | have made, and | will bear; | will carry and will save. The idols must
be carried; the living God does the carrying. From womb to gray hairs, His people are borne in
His arms.

Verses 5-7 drive the contrast home with biting irony. People pour out gold, hire a craftsman,

and make a god; then they carry it on their shoulders, set it in its place, and it stands there. If
one cries to it, it does not answer or save him from his trouble. An idol is something you must
prop up. The true God is the One who holds you up. Every idol eventually becomes a burden;

the Lord alone is the burden-bearer.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ |dols cannot carry their worshipers; they must be carried, which exposes the fundamental
impotence of all false gods.

® God carries His people from the womb to old age; His care is lifelong and active, not a one-
time rescue.

¢ Anything we make ultimate that we end up serving and propping up functions as an idol and
becomes a burden, even good things like money, family, reputation, or success.

e The contrast between carrying and being carried is a vivid test: are we hauling our god
around, or is our God carrying us?

Discussion Prompts

e  Picture the scene of Babylon's gods being hauled away on carts. What does that image say
about every idol?

e Read 46:4 and let it land personally. What burden are you carrying that God offers to carry
for you?

e How can a good gift become a burdensome idol, and how do we keep that from happening?

Question 6

Student Question:

What is something good in your life that could quietly become an idol, a burden you carry rather
than a gift you receive, and how can you tell the difference in your own heart?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Isaiah 46:8-13 calls the people to remember and to be men of conviction, to recall the former
things of old, because God alone declares the end from the beginning (verse 10). This is the
heart of God’s argument across these chapters: only the true God can tell the future and then
bring it to pass. My counsel shall stand, and | will accomplish all my purpose. No rival can say
that.

God says He will summon a bird of prey from the east, the man of my counsel from a far country
(verse 11), another reference to Cyrus. What God plans, He performs. There is no gap between



His word and its fulfillment that anything can wedge open. This is the bedrock for trusting every
promise He makes.

Verses 12-13 reach toward the stubborn of heart who are far from righteousness and
announce, | bring near my righteousness; it is not far off, and my salvation will not delay. Even
the hard-hearted are addressed with an offer of nearness. God'’s salvation is not a distant
theory; it is being brought near.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e God’s ability to declare the end from the beginning and then accomplish it is the proof of His
unique deity and the ground of our confidence in His promises.

e God’s counsel stands; no human or spiritual power can finally thwart His purposes (compare
Proverbs 19:21).

¢ Even to the stubborn and far from righteousness, God brings His salvation near, showing the
reach of His grace.

e Remembering the former things, what God has already done, is a discipline that steadies
faith for the future.

Discussion Prompts

¢ Why does God keep pointing to His ability to predict and fulfill? How is that an anchor for
your faith?

e What former things has God done in your own life that you should be remembering when
you are anxious about the future?

e How is it good news that God brings His salvation near even to the stubborn of heart?

Question 7
Student Question:

Isaiah 47 announces the downfall of proud Babylon, which said in its heart, | am, and there is no
one besides me. How does this chapter expose the self-deception of pride, and how does
Babylon’s boast mock the very words God alone has the right to say?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Isaiah 47 is a taunt-song over Babylon, personified as a pampered queen suddenly forced to sit
in the dust. Come down and sit in the dust, O virgin daughter of Babylon; sit on the ground
without a throne. The proud mistress of kingdoms is stripped of her luxury and made to grind at
the mill like a slave. The mighty city that crushed others is itself crushed.

God explains why. He had handed His people over to Babylon for discipline, but Babylon showed
no mercy; on the aged you made your yoke exceedingly heavy (verse 6). Babylon overstepped,
becoming an instrument of cruelty rather than measured justice, and added arrogance to
cruelty. An instrument in God's hand is still accountable for its own wickedness.



The core sin is named in verses 8 and 10: You who are given to pleasures, who sit securely, who
say in your heart, | am, and there is no one besides me. Babylon mouths the words that belong
to God alone. The very phrase God uses to declare His unique deity (there is no other) Babylon
steals for itself. Then verse 13 mocks her astrologers and stargazers, who cannot even save
themselves, let alone the city. Self-deifying pride and trust in occult wisdom both collapse in the
day of trouble.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Pride that says in its heart there is no one besides me is a counterfeit of God's own self-
description and is the essence of human rebellion.

e Being used by God as an instrument does not excuse a nation’s or person’s own cruelty and
sin; Babylon is judged for overstepping its commission.

e Trustin astrology, the occult, and human wisdom for security is exposed as useless in the
day of real trouble.

e Comfort and security can breed the very arrogance that precedes a fall (compare Proverbs
16:18).

Discussion Prompts

e Babylon said, | am, and there is no one besides me. Where do you hear an echo of that
boast in modern culture, or in your own self-reliance?

¢  How does this chapter warn us about what comfort and security can do to the human
heart?

e  What are the astrologers and stargazers people trust today, and why do they fail when real
trouble comes?

Question 8
Student Question:

Pride rarely announces itself out loud; it hides in small assumptions of self-sufficiency. Where do
you sense the seed of Babylon’s | am, and there is no one besides me in your own attitudes, and
what keeps you humble before God?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Isaiah 48 addresses Israel directly and bluntly. They call themselves by the name of the holy city
and swear by the name of the Lord, but not in truth or right (verse 1). God knew they were
obstinate, that their neck was an iron sinew and their forehead bronze (verse 4). So He told
them things in advance, lest they credit their idols, saying, My idol did them. God’s predictions
strip away every excuse for crediting false gods.

There is sharp grace here. God says, For my name’s sake | defer my anger; | have refined you,
but not as silver; | have tried you in the furnace of affliction (verses 9-10). He acts for the honor
of His own name, restraining the judgment His people deserve. The exile was a refining furnace,
painful but purposeful, and God does not let it destroy them.



Verse 12 returns to the great refrain: | am he; | am the first, and | am the last. This title, applied
to God here, is taken up by the risen Christ in Revelation 1:17 and 22:13, another thread tying
the unique deity of Isaiah’s God to the Lord Jesus. The eternal One who bookends all of history
speaks to His stubborn people.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e God’'s people can wear His name and use right words while their hearts are not in truth;
outward religion without inward reality is a real danger (compare Matthew 15:8).

¢ God reveals things in advance partly to rob idols of any credit; fulfilled prophecy is
apologetic, pointing only to Him.

e Affliction can be a refining furnace God uses for His people’s good without being a furnace
meant to destroy them.

¢ The title the first and the last, used of God here, is applied to the risen Christ in Revelation,
affirming His deity.

Discussion Prompts

® s it possible to use all the right religious words while the heart is far off? How do we guard
against that in ourselves?

¢ How does seeing affliction as a refining furnace rather than a destroying one change how
you face hard seasons?

¢ What does it mean to you that the first and the last who speaks here is the same Lord who
meets us in Christ?

Question 9
Student Question:

In Isaiah 45:22-23 God says, Turn to me and be saved, all the ends of the earth, for | am God and
there is no other; to me every knee shall bow, every tongue shall swear allegiance. How does this
universal call show both God’s exclusive claim to be the only Savior and His open invitation to all
people, and how does Paul apply these very words to the Lord Jesus in Philippians 2:10-117?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Isaiah 48:16-19 carries one of the tenderest divine laments in the book. God says, | am the Lord
your God, who teaches you to profit, who leads you in the way you should go. Then comes the
heartbroken wish: Oh that you had paid attention to my commandments! Then your peace
would have been like a river, and your righteousness like the waves of the sea. God is not a
distant lawgiver; He is a teacher and guide who genuinely longs for His people’s good.

The grief in these verses is real. God describes the flourishing His people forfeited by their
disobedience, peace like a river, offspring like sand. This is the cost of not paying attention to His
commandments. It is a sober reminder that God’s commands are not arbitrary hurdles; they are
the path to the very peace and blessing we crave. Disobedience does not just break a rule; it
dams up a river of peace.



Verse 16 also has a striking note: the speaker says, And now the Lord God has sent me, and his
Spirit. Many readers hear in this a hint of the fuller revelation to come, the Sent One and the
Spirit alongside the Lord God, a seed that flowers in the New Testament. We should not press it
too far, but it fits the pattern of these chapters reaching toward Christ.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e God's commandments are given for our profit and lead us in the way we should go;
obedience is the path to peace, not a barrier to it.

e God genuinely grieves over the good His people forfeit through disobedience; His heart
toward us is that of a loving teacher.

¢ The peace like a river that disobedience forfeits shows that sin has real, costly consequences
in this life, not only the next.

¢ The mention of being sent along with His Spirit fits the forward reach of these chapters
toward the fuller revelation of God in Christ and the Spirit.

Discussion Prompts

e Read 48:18 aloud. How does it change your view of God’s commands to hear Him say
obedience would have brought peace like a river?

¢ Where have you experienced the difference between the peace of obedience and the
turmoil of going your own way?

e What does God’s longing, Oh that you had paid attention, tell you about His heart toward
you?

Question 10
Student Question:

Isaiah 48:17-18 has God saying, | am the Lord your God, who teaches you to profit, who leads
you in the way you should go. Looking back over this lesson, name one specific way God has
been teaching and leading you, and one concrete step of obedience you will take to walk in that
way.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Isaiah 48 closes with a refrain that will echo again at the end of chapter 57: There is no peace,
says the Lord, for the wicked (verse 22). It is a solemn boundary marker. All the glorious
invitations of these chapters, turn and be saved, | will carry you, my salvation will not delay, run
up against this hard truth. Those who refuse to turn forfeit the peace God offers. The door is
wide open, but it must be entered.

Yet the very last word before that warning is a command to leave Babylon: Go out from
Babylon, flee from Chaldea, declare this with a shout of joy (verse 20). The summons is to come
out, to leave the place of bondage and idolatry behind. In the broad sweep of Scripture this
becomes a picture of every soul called to come out of the world’s Babylon and belong to God
(compare Revelation 18:4, Come out of her, my people).



So this lesson ends where it must, with a choice. God has proven Himself the only God, the only
Savior, the One who carries His people and topples the proud. He flings open the invitation to
the ends of the earth. But there is no peace for those who will not come out and turn to Him.
The application is unavoidable and personal: will you answer the call?

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The repeated declaration there is no peace for the wicked sets a real boundary; God'’s offer
of salvation must be received, and refusal has consequences.

e  Go out from Babylon is a call to leave bondage and idolatry behind, a pattern echoed in the
New Testament call to come out of the world.

e The open invitation of these chapters and the warning of verse 22 belong together; grace is
genuine, but it is not automatic or unconditional of response.

e This guards against once-saved-always-saved presumption on one side and despair on the
other; the call is real, and so is the responsibility to answer it.

Discussion Prompts

e Why do you think these chapters of grand invitation end with there is no peace for the
wicked? What does that protect us from believing?

e What is the Babylon in your life that God may be calling you to come out from?

® Looking back over the whole lesson, what is the single most important step of turning to
God that you need to take?



