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Introduction

Isaiah is notorious for being difficult to study.  How many of us have read First Nephi more than any other book because the Isaiah chapters in Second Nephi discouraged us from pressing forward?   Even Elder Packer said that the Isaiah chapters of the Book of Mormon can “loom as a barrier, like a roadblock or a checkpoint beyond which the casual reader, one with idle curiosity, generally will not go.”1
However, for the person willing to sail Isaiah’s difficult waters, there is much to be gained.  Elder McConkie stated that Isaiah’s words are “among the most important for us to know and ponder.”2
There are many reasons to study Isaiah.  First, we are commanded to.  In 3 Nephi 23:1, the Savior says, “Yea, a commandment I give unto you that ye search these things diligently; for great are the words of Isaiah.”  Second, Isaiah’s writings bring joy.  Nephi prefaced his recording of Isaiah’s words by saying, “I write some of the words of Isaiah, that whoso of my people shall see these words may lift up their hearts and rejoice for all men.”3  A third reason to study Isaiah’s writings is that they point us to the Savior.  When Nephi was trying to bring his own family members to Christ he used the words of Isaiah (see 1 Nephi 19:23).  Another reason to study Isaiah’s teachings is that they can be likened to our day.  This is the reason that I will focus on this evening.

A personal example might demonstrate how Isaiah’s writings can be likened to life today.  The first time I remember reading Isaiah was when I was eleven years old. Even though I was young, Isaiah’s writings helped me get through a difficult time.  

I had a paper route.  As part of this route I had to ride my bike about a mile from my house to pick up my papers.  One day at school, a bully named Grant came up to me and said, “Hey John!  I’m going to beat you up!”  I responded bravely, but inside I was terrified.  

I walked home full of dread—I had to ride my bike by his house in order to pick up my papers.  When I arrived home I got my pocketknife out just in case I needed to use it, even though I knew Grant would pummel me before I could get it out of my pocket.  Fear mounted inside me until it became too much to handle.  I burst into tears. 

My mother saw me crying and had pity on me. She drove me to pick up the papers.  Though I was saved that day, I knew it was only a short-term solution.  I began to search the scriptures looking for references that could help me overcome my fear.  One from Isaiah particularly stood out:  “Fear ye not the reproach of men, neither be ye afraid of their revilings.”4 This verse gave me strength and courage.  

Just as Isaiah helped an eleven year old, his writings can bless all of our lives as we liken them unto ourselves.   Nephi said, “Ye may liken [Isaiah’s words] unto you and unto all men.”5  He also commands, “hear ye the words of a prophet, which were written unto all the house of Israel, and liken them unto yourselves.”6

The purpose of this paper is to discuss ways that we can accomplish Nephi’s mandate and find principles from Isaiah’s writings that can be likened to life today.  Following a brief overview of the likening process, I will use five different Isaiah passages to demonstrate how we can liken Isaiah’s writings to our day.  

Likening
“To liken the scriptures means to see how scripture accounts are similar to circumstances today and to show how the principles they teach are relevant in our lives.”7  There are three steps to likening.  They are: 1.  Identify a principle 2. Ask “likening” questions, and 3. Ponder.  

The first step, identifying a principle, can be the hardest, particularly when studying Isaiah.  Elder Scott defined principles as “concentrated truth, packaged for application to a wide variety of circumstances.”  He also noted that to identify principles it is important to separate the principles from the detail used to describe them.8  We must reach into a verse and pull out a clear statement of principle.  

Isaiah uses repetition, imagery and complex sentence structure in his writings.  These techniques can make it difficult to separate principles from details.  Though it is not easy to extract principles from Isaiah’s writings, it is essential, as it starts the likening process.  

Once we have identified a principle, the next step is to ask “likening questions”.  Questions such as “How could this story relate to my life?” or “What situation might I face where this principle could help me do the right thing?” stimulate individual likening when thoughtfully answered.  

The final step in the likening process is to ponder the passage of scripture and the principles it contains.  After you ask a question that involves likening, allow sufficient time to ponder the answer.  This pondering invites the Holy Ghost to reveal individual applications of the principle.  

Let us study five passages as examples of how Isaiah’s words can be likened to life today.  These passages are intended to illustrate how we can use the likening process when studying Isaiah. 

Example 1:  Isaiah 1:11-18

Isaiah begins the first chapter of his book by describing how the Lord is dissatisfied with Israel’s sacrifices.  

To what purpose is the multitude of your sacrifices unto me? saith the Lord:  I am full of the burnt offerings of rams, and the fat of fed beasts…Bring no more vain oblations…your appointed feasts my soul hateth: they are a trouble unto me; I am weary to bear them.9
Ancient Israel performed several ritualistic sacrifices as outlined by Moses, but those sacrifices were not what the Lord wanted.  By reading between the lines we can find this principle:  What I consider a “sacrifice” is not necessarily what the Lord considers a sacrifice.  It is clear that the Israelites were sacrificing; yet their sacrifices did not please God. 

In verses 16-17 Isaiah outlines the type of sacrifices the Lord wants us to make:  “Wash you, make you clean; put away the evil of your doings from before mine eyes; cease to do evil; Learn to do well; seek judgment, relieve the oppressed, judge the fatherless, plead for the widow.”  Though Isaiah lists nine things we should do, we can condense them into four general statements by combining similar items.  The principle:  I can make sacrifices for the Lord by 1.  Being clean.  2.  Ceasing from evil.  3.  Doing well.  4.  Helping those who are weak.

Asking likening questions will help one apply this principle.  For example, the questions “What can I do this week to help a widow or a fatherless child?” or “What is one sin that I can quit right now?” are simple, yet can bring great change when pondered.

 This passage concludes by describing the effect of the ultimate sacrifice—the Savior’s.  “Come now, and let us reason together, saith the Lord:  though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they be red like crimson, they shall be as wool.”10  The simple principle from this powerful verse is I can be made whole through Christ.

A twist on a common nursery rhyme reinforces this principle:

Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall

Humpty Dumpty had a great fall

All the king’s horses and all the king’s men

Couldn’t put Humpty together again

—But the King could.

Our King, Jesus Christ can make us whole, no matter how broken we become. This doctrine is the most important principle that one can be understand.  Elder Joseph B. Wirthlin said,

The more you understand the Atonement and what it means, the less likely you will be to fall prey to temptations of the adversary. No other doctrine will bring greater results in improving behavior and strengthening character than the doctrine of the Atonement of Jesus Christ. It is central to God’s plan and is preeminent in the restored gospel.” 11
 Example 2:  Isaiah 3:8-24

Isaiah states in chapter 3, “[The righteous] shall eat the fruit of their doings.”12  This chapter teaches the Law of the Harvest in several ways.  I will focus on three cause and effect (sow and reap) relationships that Isaiah describes.  

First, the harvest of sin:  In verse 8 Isaiah begins by describing the fruit of the harvest:  “For Jerusalem is ruined, and Judah is fallen.”  What did it take to reap this punishment?  Isaiah continues, “Because their tongue and their doings are against the Lord” (my emphasis).   An understanding of the principle that Disobedience leads to destruction can steel us against moments of temptation.

In verse 9 Isaiah shares another fruit of the harvest of sin.  “The show of their countenance doth witness against them, and doth declare their sin to be even as Sodom, and they cannot hide it.”  Our countenance reveals what we are, is a principle we can pull out of this verse.  

Legend has it that Abraham Lincoln applied this principle.  President Lincoln would not appoint a man to a position.  When he was asked why he refused Lincoln said, “I don’t like that man’s face.”  President Lincoln went on to explain that any man over forty was responsible for how his face looked.  It appears that President Lincoln knew that sin is visible in the countenance.

The second harvest is the harvest of withholding (verses 12-15).   The sowing of this harvest is found in verse 13:  “Ye have eaten up…the spoil of the poor…” The consequence of withholding substance from the poor follows:  “The Lord will enter into judgment.”13  In this case, the principle is easy to find.  The Lord will judge those who withhold their substance from the poor.  A “reverse principle” can be found in Isaiah 58, where we learn that those who give to the needy are greatly blessed (see verses 8-12).

A third type of harvesting is the harvest of pride.  Isaiah says, “Because the daughters of Zion are haughty…Therefore…The Lord will smite with a scab the crown of the head of the daughters of Zion…[and give them] burning instead of beauty.”14  As a result of pride the Lord will remove blessings from the daughters of Zion.  When people are prideful, the Lord takes away their blessings.  As the proverb says, “Pride goeth before destruction.”15  

Parenthetically, those who get caught up in lesser details such as, “what are wimples?” may miss meatier principles they might otherwise find.  

Example 3:  Isaiah 28:24-29 

In Isaiah 28:24-29 Isaiah teaches a parable that can be useful in raising a family: 

Give ye ear, and hear my voice; hearken, and hear my speech.  Doth the plowman plow all day to sow?  Doth he open and break the clods of his ground?  When he hath made plain the face thereof, doth he not cast abroad the fitches, and scatter the cumin, and cast in the principal wheat and the appointed barley and the rie in their place?  For his God doth instruct him to discretion, and doth teach him.  For the fitches are not threshed with a threshing instrument, neither is a cart wheel turned about upon the cumin; but the fitches are beaten out with a staff, and the cumin with a rod.  Bread corn is bruised; because he will not ever be threshing it, nor break it with the wheel of his cart, nor bruise it with his horseman.

Fitches and cumin are both herbs that come from the seeds Isaiah describes.  Isaiah explains that the planting and reaping of the various herbs takes place according to the needs of each seed.  In like manner, the Lord treats His children differently according to their needs.  Some require more trials, others less.  Some need more “plowing” to make a fertile field, while others do not.  Circumstances that might produce withering in some people give strength to others.  A parenting principle could be:  God treats his children differently according to their needs.

It is interesting to note that this principle can also be seen in secular sources.  Dr. Lynn Scoresby, noted professor of family development wrote, “Parents…are likely to be better if they recognize similarities and differences in their children.  Then they can adapt what they do based on their knowledge of each child.”16 

Treating children differently is easy to say, but hard to do.  Shouts of “But Tommy got…!  It’s no fair, how come Kris gets to…”  may ring in the ears of some parents.  Nevertheless, the parable of the fitches will bring great benefits to those who apply it.

But how can parents know in what ways they should treat and discipline their children differently?  Verse 26 answers this question.  It says, “For his God doth instruct him to discretion, and doth teach him.”  Parents can turn to the Lord with confidence, knowing that the master plowman will instruct even the novice.  Principle:  As a parent, I can be instructed by God.  

Example 4:  Isaiah 50:6-11

Though many lessons can be drawn from this chapter, one often overlooked is what it teaches about doing God’s will rather than our own.  The Savior set the example for us in this respect.  He said, “I came to do the will of my Father, because my Father sent me.”17  Though doing His Father’s will required that Christ suffer physical abuse, He “hid not [His] face from the shame and spitting.”18  

One key to developing the self-mastery necessary to always do God’s will is found in verse seven.  Christ said, “[I have] set my face like a flint, and I know that I shall not be ashamed.”  

What does it mean to “set your face like a flint”?  It might mean to determine your course of action so firmly that you will not deviate from your resolve.  Luke records an incident in which Christ “set his face like a flint.”  

And it came to pass, when the days were well-nigh come that he should be received up, he steadfastly set his face to go to Jerusalem, and sent messengers before his face: and they went, and entered into a village of the Samaritans, to make ready for him. And they did not receive him, because his face was as though he were going to Jerusalem.19
Though the Samaritans treated him poorly, Christ did not deviate from what He had resolved to do.  When we follow Christ’s example in making a firm resolve to do God’s will, we will find that it becomes easier.  It has been said that “no chance, no destiny, no fate, can circumvent or hinder or control the firm resolve of a determined soul.”20  When our course is solidly set, we will stay on it. 

Even when we “set our faces like flint” it remains difficult to do God’s will.  A one-liner from verse 9 can inspire us when we are discouraged:  "Behold the Lord God will help me.”  Isaiah’s message is clear—God will help us when we do His will.

How can we know what God’s will for us is?  Isaiah answers this question. 

Who is among you that feareth the Lord, that obeyeth the voice of his servant, that walketh in darkness, and hath no light?  Let him trust in the name of the Lord, and stay upon his God.  Behold, all ye that kindle a fire, that compass yourselves about with sparks:  walk in the light of your fire, and in the sparks that ye have kindled.  This shall ye have of mine hand; ye shall lie down in sorrow.19  

In other words, those who “obey the voice of [God’s] servant” (the prophet) will have their paths clearly illuminated.  As we trust in the Lord and follow His prophet we will know what God’s will is.  

Isaiah knew that some would not walk in the light the prophets give.  Those who “walk in the light of [their own] fire” could be likened to those who choose to “do their own thing” rather than follow God’s will.  But their own dim sparks cannot provide the divine guidance they need, and they thus reap sorrow.  When I do my will over God’s, sadness follows.  

Example 5:  Isaiah 61:1-3 (Don’t read subtitle)

A final example of likening comes from Isaiah’s great Messianic prophecy in Isaiah 61:1-3: 

The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me; because the Lord has anointed me to preach good tidings unto the meek; he hath sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the prison to them that are bound; To proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord, and the day of vengeance of our God; to comfort all that mourn; To appoint unto them that mourn in Zion, to give unto them beauty for ashes, the oil of joy for mourning, the garment of praise for the spirit of heaviness; that they might be called trees of righteousness, the planting of the Lord, that he might be glorified (my emphasis).  

About seven hundred years later Christ read the first two verses of this scripture in a synagogue, and declared he was the Messiah by saying, “This day is this scripture fulfilled in your ears.”23  We readily recognize that Christ was sent to preach to the meek and to comfort those who mourn.  Sometimes overlooked though, is that Christ gave the “garment of praise” to those who had the “spirit of heaviness.” 

We might ponder, what is this garment of praise?  Perhaps it is like a warm blanket, woven with kind words.  Rather than warming the body, the garment of praise heats the heart.  Sincere compliments, empathic listening, a pat on the back, or a smile:  all of these are ways we can give the garment of praise.  

Christ gives the garment of praise.  One example of Christ giving this garment is found in His praise of a Gentile woman.  To her He said, “O woman, great is thy faith.”24  We too can offer the garment of praise to all we associate with.

Regarding the garment of praise, Elder Maxwell stated:

How many times are we too busy to “come up and sit” with someone who needs conversation? You and I have divine promptings all the time encouraging us to do good, but we often deflect them instead of doing like Phillip, who “ran thither.”

We sometimes give needed physical cloaks to warm people and to cover them, and it is good that we do. How often do you and I also give what the scriptures call the “garment of praise” (Isa. 61:3)? The “garment of praise” is often more desperately needed than the physical cloak. In any case, as we all know, these needs are all around us, every day. There are so many ways we can “lift up the hands which hang down, and strengthen the feeble knees.” (D&C 81:5)25 

The following story illustrates the power of giving the garment of praise.  

Half a century ago a boy of ten was working in Naples in a factory. He longed to be a singer, but his first teacher discouraged him.  ‘You can’t sing,’ he said. ‘You haven’t any voice at all. It sounds like shutters.’ But his mother, a poor peasant woman, put her arms around him and told him she knew he could sing. She could see an improvement already, and she went barefoot in order to save money to pay for his music lessons. That peasant mother’s praise and encouragement changed her boy’s life. He was to become one of the world’s greatest tenors. His name was [Enrico] Caruso.26
Our prophet today has encouraged us to follow Christ’s example in warming others with the garment of praise.  He said, “I’m asking that we look a little deeper for the good, that we still our voices of insult and sarcasm, that we more generously compliment virtue and effort…Cultivate the art of complimenting, of strengthening, of encouraging.”27 

A clear principle is:  I must clothe others with the garments of praise. 

Conclusion

The maximum value of Isaiah’s writing comes as we liken them unto ourselves.  To liken we must:  1.  Identify the principle 2. Ask “likening questions” 3. Ponder.   Though it is more difficult to pull principles from Isaiah than from other scripture, a great feast awaits those who undertake a study of Isaiah.  Our lives will be greatly enriched when we invest the necessary time to liken his words to our day.  

As we come to understand Isaiah’s writings, we can teach others to liken his words.  In family scripture study we can show other family members how his messages apply to today.  In Gospel Doctrine classes we can contribute “likening” messages as teachers and class participants.  Those in a teaching role can explain the likening process (which though basic, is often not applied).  This explanation will help many find greater meaning from Isaiah’s words.

Isaiah teaches powerful principles: 

I can be made whole through Christ

Our countenance reveals what we are.

As a parent, I can be instructed by God.  

Christ did not deviate from what He had resolved to do


I must clothe others with the garments of praise.
I know Isaiah’s writings are valuable.  He helped me as a paperboy, and I continue to learn from him.  When we liken the words of Isaiah, it will be “for our profit and learning.”28
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