
		

		
			INTRODUCTION
		

		

		Of all the books in the OT, Isaiah is perhaps the richest. Its literary grandeur is unequaled. Its scope is unparalleled. The breadth of its view of God is unmatched. In so many ways it is a book of superlatives. Thus it is no wonder that Isaiah is the most quoted prophet in the NT, and along with Psalms and Deuteronomy, one of the most frequently cited of all OT books. Study of it is an opportunity for unending inspiration and challenge.

		

		Were the book of Isaiah merely a monument to Hebrew religion, it would be a most impressive monument indeed. In fact, it comes to us as a word from God, a revelation of the inevitable conflict between divine glory and human pride, of the self-destruction which that pride must bring, and of the grace of God in restoring that destroyed humanity to himself. To read the book with the open eyes of the spirit is to see oneself, at times all too clearly, but also to see a God whose holiness is made irresistible by his love.

		

	
		

		
			I. TITLE
		

		

		The title, “The Book of Isaiah,” is dictated by the opening words (1:1), “The vision of Isaiah the son of Amoz.” That the time span given for the “vision” covers at least twenty-five years (and potentially as much as fifty years)¹ makes it plain that the entire compilation of Isaiah’s prophecies is subsumed under that heading and not simply one vision or another. (See the commentary below on 1:1 for a further discussion of the import of “vision.”)

		

		No other author is mentioned in the book, and indeed, Isaiah is specifically named again in 2:1; 7:3; 13:1; 20:2; 37:2, 6, 21; 38:1, 4, 21; 39:3, 5, 8. That Isaiah is not mentioned as the author of chs. 40–66, along with other factors which will be discussed further in sections II and III below, has caused many scholars to question whether these chapters should be included in “the book of Isaiah.” That the identity of these supposed other authors has been so assiduously suppressed (if in fact there were other authors) and that no form of the book other than the present one is known,² however, make it clear that the original transmitters of the book intended it to be understood as a unit whose meaning was to be found solely by reference to the life and teachings of the prophet Isaiah.

		

	
		

		
			II. BACKGROUND
		

		

		As with most of the OT books, a knowledge of the historical background of the book of Isaiah is essential to understand its message.¹ This is so because God’s revelation is always incarnational. That is, it is mediated through a specific setting in time and space. While this initially causes problems for us as we try to understand the particular characteristics of that setting, it is ultimately a great blessing to us, for we are best able to grasp truth when it is put into the concrete forms of daily life.

		

		One of the unique features of Isaiah’s book, and one which has led to the theory of multiple authorship that will be discussed below, is its address to three different historical settings. The first of these is during Isaiah’s lifetime, from 739 to 701 B.C. This time span is covered in chs. 1–39. The second and third periods are long after Isaiah’s death. They are the periods of exile (605–539 B.C.), chs. 40–55, and of the return (the total period is 539–400 B.C., but probably here restricted to 539–500 B.C.), chs. 56–66.

		

		A. 739–701 B.C.

		

		This span of time saw the emergence of Assyria’s last period of greatness, a period which would not end until Assyria’s final destruction by the Medo-Babylonian coalition in 609 B.C.² The Assyrian homeland was located in what is now northern Iraq along the Tigris River. Two great cities, Asshur and Nineveh, were at the heart of the Assyrian empire. Like the preceding and following great empires, Assyria expanded primarily southeastward down the Mesopotamian valley toward Babylon and the Persian Gulf and westward toward the Mediterranean. The mountains to the east and north of the valley and the desert south of it prevented much movement in those directions.

		

		The great period of expansion mentioned above came at the end of a hiatus of some seventy-five years (823–745 B.C.). During that time Assyria had been governed by a succession of weak rulers who were unable to hold the conquests of earlier emperors. This weakness had given Assyria’s neighbors, especially the more distant ones, a period of relief from the pressures of Assyrian expansionism. Judah and Israel were no different from the rest. From roughly 810 until 750 B.C. the two kingdoms had enjoyed a peace and prosperity they had not known since the time of Solomon. The northern kingdom, Israel, was ruled during this time by a man named Jeroboam, the second Israelite king to bear that name (2 K. 14:23–29). The southern kingdom, Judah, also had a single monarch for much of this time, King Azariah or Uzziah (2 K. 15:1–7; 2 Chr. 26:1–23). These long and comparatively stable reigns gave both kingdoms, but especially Israel, a false sense of complacency. God was surely pleased with them, they felt, otherwise they would not be experiencing such blessings. The prophets Amos and Hosea were commissioned to disabuse the Israelites of this wrong notion, but without much apparent success. Israel continued on an apostate road, which could lead only to destruction.

		

		Judah is depicted in the Bible as being somewhat less corrupted by apostasy. Apart from Uzziah’s one attempt to act as high priest (2 Chr. 26:16–21), he is represented as being a faithful king. This situation too can only have increased the Judeans’ spiritual complacency as they compared themselves to their “godless” relatives in Israel.

		

		A word must be said here about the nature of the apostasy into which Israel, and later Judah, fell. This is pungently defined in Hosea (chs. 1–3) and Ezekiel (chs. 16 and 23) as prostitution, the debasing of oneself with unworthy lovers for gain.³ For the Hebrew people this meant “forgetting God” (Deut. 8:11), that is, forsaking their sole allegiance and obedience to him and serving other gods, particularly those representing power and fertility. Such a denial must also carry with it the abuse of those weaker than oneself, because the primary goal has now become satisfying one’s own needs through manipulation of the environment. Thus, for the prophets, idolatry, adultery, and oppression are always indissolubly linked.

		

		The complacency of the Hebrews came to a crashing end shortly after the accession of the Assyrian king Tiglath-pileser III in 745. For it became obvious very quickly that the period of Assyrian weakness was over. In short order Pul (probably his personal name, 2 K. 15:19) had established his personal ascendancy over the former Assyrian territories and had made it plain that he expected to extend his dominion as far as possible.

		

		First Israel and then Judah lay directly in the path of that expansion, and Menahem, the king of Israel between 752 and 741 B.C., was in a position of having to pay tribute to Assyria almost at once (2 K. 15:19–20). But that tribute was only an appetizer for the Assyrian lion. Some time prior to 731 he returned, this time to swallow up the whole region of Galilee north of the Jezreel Valley (2 K. 15:29).

		

		As Judah saw the increasing pressure upon Israel to the north, her court was called upon to make a difficult strategic decision. Should Judah be pro-Assyrian or anti-Assyrian? Neither option was pleasant, but the former one had some attractions. Ever since the division of Solomon’s kingdom after his death, Judah had been inferior to Israel in area, wealth, military power, and influence. There had been almost constant tension between the two countries, sometimes exploding into open warfare, with Judah almost invariably humiliated. Now if Assyria were to cut Israel down to size or to destroy it completely, Judah would emerge the winner. Furthermore, if Judah joined Assyria soon enough, not merely when she had to, Assyria might leave Judah alone as a faithful ally.

		

		Thus it appears that with the accession of Ahaz to the throne of Judah in 735 B.C. a new pro-Assyrian foreign policy was adopted.⁴ This would explain why Pekah king of Israel and Rezin king of Damascus mounted an attack upon Judah in 735 (2 K. 16:5; 2 Chr. 28:5–15). It is also possible that this attack was coordinated with another from the south, since it is also reported that the Edomites and the Philistines made inroads into Judean territory at this time (2 K. 16:6; 2 Chr. 28:16–18). Perhaps it is more likely that the two neighbors, knowing that all the Judean troops were concentrated in the north to deal with the threat there, merely took advantage of the situation.

		

		In any case, Ahaz and his court were terrified by the Syro-Israelite threat (Isa. 7:2) and sent to Tiglath-pileser for help (2 K. 16:7–9). These events provided the catalyst for the first great public phase of Isaiah’s ministry. From his point of view Judah should be neither anti-Assyrian nor pro-Assyrian but pro-God! He saw Judah turning away from trusting God and becoming caught up in the trappings of human pomp, politics, and power (Isa. 1:21–23; 2:12–17). All of that could only lead to the same apostasy which was now enmeshing Israel (2 K. 16:3–4). Furthermore, Isaiah saw with prophetic clarity that Assyria was no friend of Judah’s. The conquerors would take all that Judah would give voluntarily and then take the rest by force (Isa. 8:5–8). The prospect of Judah’s asking Assyria for help against Israel, indeed, paying for help, was all too much like one mouse asking a cat for help against another mouse. Only the cat could be the winner in such an arrangement.

		

		Nevertheless, Ahaz would not veer from his chosen course, and eventually, when Tilgath-pileser had deposed Pekah and destroyed Damascus (732 B.C.), Ahaz was summoned to appear before him in the ruined city, there to enter into an even more binding treaty which required a recognition of the Assyrian gods (2 K. 16:10–16; cf. also 2 Chr. 28:20–21).⁵ According to Isaiah (7:14–16), the irony of this situation is that the respite which Ahaz gained by this treaty would have been his in any event.

		

		Tiglath-pileser III died in 727, undoubtedly to the universal rejoicing of the subject nations, fired by the hope that with his death they could throw off their chains (cf. Isa. 14). A number of insurrections broke out promptly, among them one led by the former Assyrian vassal, the Israelite king Hoshea. Unfortunately for Hoshea and for what remained of Israel, their hopes were doomed. Although Shalmaneser was not to be the king that Tiglath-pileser had been, he still prosecuted the matters of state with dispatch. By 724 B.C. he had secured his empire in the east well enough to turn once more to the west, where he laid siege to Samaria. Over the next three years the inhabitants of that city experienced all the horrors of siege warfare that are depicted so graphically in 2 K. 6:24–29. Sometimes a city could hope to outlast its besiegers, trusting that a turn of events elsewhere in the world might force the siege troops to be withdrawn. Such was not to be the case for Samaria, whose sin was too deep. The forecasts of Amos (3:9–11) and Hosea (8:5–6; 14:1 [Eng. 13:16]) some fifty years earlier came true with a vengeance in 721 B.C.

		

		Either shortly before or shortly after the fall of Samaria, Shalmaneser died and was succeeded by a man named Sargon.⁶ Trouble broke out again all over the empire. A major trouble spot was Babylon, where a man from Chaldea, the extreme southern part of Mesopotamia, was asserting himself. This man’s name was Marduk-apal-iddina (the Bible’s Merodach-baladan, 2 K. 20:12; Isa. 39:1). But Sargon was unable to deal with this problem in a decisive way because of even more severe troubles in the north from the region around Lake Van that the Assyrians called Urartu.⁷ Apart from a very effective punitive raid extending from Hamath in Syria down the Mediterranean to Gaza in 721, Sargon was engaged in Urartu for some seven or eight years.

		

		During this time both Babylon and the small countries just north of Egypt gained a breathing spell. In Judah, the king, either in his own right or as co-regent, was Hezekiah.⁸ As with Ahaz his father, Hezekiah’s coming to the throne appears to reflect a change in Judah’s foreign policy. Whereas Ahaz had been firmly pro-Assyrian, Hezekiah was firmly anti-Assyrian. The precise reason for this shift is unclear, however, it seems likely that the failure of Ahaz’s policies was a major factor. Exactly as Isaiah had foretold, Assyria clearly did not intend to halt her conquests at Bethel, the northern border of her Judean “ally.” Thus it must have seemed as if Judah’s only chance was to stand and fight. Egypt, feeling the hot breath of the conqueror, was no doubt only too eager to encourage the Judeans and their neighbors in such a course.

		

		Thus Judah shifted from dependence upon Assyria toward dependence upon Egypt. As one can imagine, Isaiah scorned the latter course just as he had the former, but, if anything, with even more vehemence (chs. 29–31). At least Assyria had been strong; Egypt did not even have strength—she offered help which she could not supply (31:1–3) and hope which she would betray (ch. 20). It is not clear that Hezekiah was the instigator of this policy; Isaiah never condemns him as such. However, he was at least the prisoner of it.

		

		The Bible depicts Hezekiah as a good king, one who sought to purge the land of idolatry and the temple of paganized worship. He also reportedly sought to reestablish the Mosaic law (2 K. 18:1–6; 2 Chr. 29:1–36) and was an energetic ruler who extended the borders of his kingdom (2 K. 18:8). One of his more interesting efforts was the attempt to draw people from Israel (now an Assyrian territory) back into the orbit of Jerusalem by inviting them to a Passover whose date had been moved to correspond to the dating which had been used in the north (2 Chr. 30:1–5, 10–11). Evidently this was not successful, but it gives some indication of Hezekiah’s vision.

		

		It is not clear to what extent Hezekiah was a participant in the confederation formed against the Assyrians from 715 to 713 B.C. by the Philistines and others of the south Syrian area (Isa. 14:28–31; 17:14; 20:1–6). That no punitive action was taken against him by the Assyrians may indicate that he was not involved. In any case the attempt was ill-fated from the outset. Sargon had achieved a decisive victory over Urartu in 714 and was going from strength to strength. He himself may not have led the army (Isa. 20:1), despite his claims in his annals.⁹ In any case, Ashdod, the Philistine city which was the leader of the confederacy, was taken and destroyed, and her leader, who had fled to Egypt for asylum, was given up to Assyria. So much for Egyptian dependability!

		

		Sargon was now in a position to pluck the thorn that was Babylon from his side. All his other perennial enemies were either defeated or dormant, and his own power was increasing. So in 710 he mounted an overwhelming campaign against Merodach-baladan and defeated him decisively. As a result Sargon achieved a pinnacle of world dominance that none of his predecessors had known. In every direction his enemies lay broken at his feet. Thus it is not surprising that in the lavish inscriptions of the new city which he founded in honor of himself (Dur-Sharrukin, “mountain of Sargon”) he styles himself as lord of the universe.¹⁰ Others had claimed this title before him, but none with as much reason. More than any other, his pride fits the description in Isa. 14.

		

		But Sargon also fits that chapter in another way. For less than a year after the palace in Dur-Sharrukin had been dedicated in 706, Sargon suffered a fate unknown among Assyrian monarchs—he was killed on the battlefield. Mystery surrounds the event, but it is plain that it was viewed as the ultimate disgrace.¹¹ Dur-Sharrukin was soon abandoned and all Sargon’s glory was forgotten. How are the mighty fallen!

		

		The hearts of those oppressed by Assyria leapt up and revolts broke out anew. Sargon was dead; perhaps his successor would be a weakling. In Babylon the perennial war-horse, Merodach-baladan, once again emerged. It is unclear whether it was at this time or at some time prior to 710 that his envoys had visited Hezekiah (Isa. 39:1). At either time their purpose would have been the same: encouraging a fellow opponent of the Assyrian machine.

		

		For whatever reason Hezekiah rose to the bait on this occasion. He became the moving force in a new coalition composed of Philistia, Judah, Edom, and Moab. The Philistines were evidently reluctant to join, so following the very same policy Israel and Syria had tried on Judah thirty years earlier, Hezekiah attacked them, deposed their king, and installed a man who would take his orders. Behind this policy one discerns the hand of Egypt, promising help and support. Isaiah was bitterly opposed to the entire proceeding: Egypt was worse than useless and Assyria could be left to God. The secret politicking and conniving were a bold-faced affront to God that could only bring disaster (cf. 22:5–14; 29:15–16; 30:1–18).

		

		Isaiah was only too correct. Sennacherib was at least as effective a leader as Sargon and he was building upon the extensive conquests of the previous fifteen years. Thus in the campaigns of his first three years Sennacherib soundly defeated Babylon, resecured his eastern border, and stood at the gates of Jerusalem. The fate Isaiah had predicted in 735 had come to pass; the Assyrian flood had reached Judah’s neck.

		

		The events of Sennacherib’s third campaign are fairly clear.¹² The Assyrian army advanced down the Mediterranean coast to Tyre. The city was captured after its king had fled to Cyprus, and a new Assyrian vassal was put on the throne. The destruction was severe enough that Tyre was never again able to achieve its former supremacy (cf. Isa. 23). With Tyre captured, many of the surrounding nations capitulated, and the way stood open for Sennacherib to attack the Philistine cities of Ekron and Ashkelon. Ekron may have been an unwilling partner in the confederacy, since its king, Padi, was being held in custody in Jerusalem. Nevertheless, both Ekron and Ashkelon felt the destructive power of Assyria and soon fell. Then Sennacherib apparently began to move inland and to destroy systematically the frontier fortresses of Judah that were situated in the rolling hill country (the Shephelah) between the Philistine plain and the central ridge (2 K. 18:13). Chief among these was the great city of Lachish, which various conquerors of Canaan had used as a stronghold for centuries. Interestingly enough, Sennacherib did not report the attack on Lachish in his annals, but he did cause a group of monumental reliefs celebrating the fall of that famed city to be made for his palace in Nineveh.¹³

		

		It is not clear when Hezekiah’s Egyptian allies mounted their stand against the Assyrians at Eltekeh.¹⁴ Sennacherib reports that it took place before the attacks upon Ekron and Ashkelon. As Bright points out,¹⁵ however, the speech of the Rabshaqeh outside Jerusalem (Isa. 36:1–20) that occurred during the siege of Lachish seems to presuppose that the Judeans were still depending upon Egyptian help. Such dependence is inexplicable if the Egyptians had already suffered defeat. Moreover, Isa. 37:9 reports that Sennacherib was concerned about a possible Egyptian attack and so wrote a letter to follow up the Rabshaqeh’s visit. Thus the battle must have come subsequent to the Rabshaqeh’s visit and the fall of Lachish.¹⁶

		

		Scholars disagree considerably about what happened next. All agree that Hezekiah paid Sennacherib a very large tribute and that the Assyrian emperor returned home, boasting that he had penned up Hezekiah “like a bird in a cage.” Apart from the significant burden of the tribute, however, he left what appears to have been the chief city of the confederacy intact and one of the main instigators of the rebellion still secure on his throne. This behavior is not at all consistent with Assyrian policy or with Sennacherib’s behavior on this campaign. If any city should have been destroyed and any king deposed, they should have been Jerusalem and Hezekiah. A rather lame suggestion, an argument from silence, is that something happened elsewhere in the empire that required Sennacherib to leave before the job was finished. The biblical explanation is at least as plausible, however: a plague decimated the Assyrian army and forced its general’s hasty departure. That Sennacherib should not mention such a disaster is entirely characteristic of the adulatory tone of the Assyrian annals in general. Furthermore, the veracity of the theology of the book of Isaiah (see below) is, to a large extent, dependent upon the veracity of this account. It is indeed the culminating proof of the wisdom of trusting in God.

		

		In view of the above, the following may be the way in which the events took place: When it became plain that Lachish was going to fall, and since Egyptian help was still delayed, Hezekiah sent tribute to Sennacherib, seeking to buy him off. Nonetheless, the Assyrian officer appeared outside the gates and demanded full capitulation with consequent deportation (Isa. 36:16–18). Acting on encouragement from Isaiah, Hezekiah refused to do so. When the Rabshaqeh and his security force withdrew to Libnah, where Sennacherib was preparing for the Egyptian threat, there must have been general rejoicing in Jerusalem (Isa. 22:1–14?). But the rejoicing was short-lived, for even before he dispatched the Egyptians, Sennacherib sent a letter to Hezekiah restating his demands.¹⁷ The impact upon Hezekiah was predictable: he was in despair. But in the extremity of his need he turned to God and received word that he had nothing to fear. An Egyptian tradition reported by Herodotus (ii.141) seems to indicate that Isaiah’s words proved true. The Assyrian army never got to Jerusalem to mount a siege. Instead, it met its fate while pursuing the Egyptian army somewhere within the northern border of Egypt. Interestingly enough, although Sennacherib lived for another nineteen years, he never mounted another major campaign to the west.

		

		B. 605–539 B.C.

		

		As will be noted further below, chs. 40–66 are not at all tied to specific historic events, as are particularly chs. 6–39. Several explanations for this are possible, but it suffices here simply to note the phenomenon. However, it is possible to speculate with some degree of confidence on the general time frame which these chapters seem to be addressing. Chs. 40–55 seem to be offering hope to a people yet in exile, while chs. 56–66 appear to speak to a returned people who face both old and new problems.

		

		Many dramatic changes occurred during the seventh century in the Near East—not only the flowering of the Assyrian empire under Esarhaddon and Ashurbanipal but also that empire’s swift and final destruction within twenty years of Ashurbanipal’s death. Babylon was sacked and looted in what Sennacherib hoped would be a “final solution” to the persistent troubles there, but Babylon also succeeded Nineveh as ruling city of the world empire by 605 B.C. This century also saw the clear beginning of the shift of influence away from the center of the Near East and toward the south and east, where it would remain for some three hundred years.

		

		For our purposes here, it is enough to say that a coalition of Babylonia and Medo-Persia (the Medes being a more northern group, and the Persians a more southern group, from the mountainous regions east of Mesopotamia) combined to topple the Assyrian empire, or its remains, in 609. At first the Babylonians were the dominant figures in the alliance. Thus they took the richer, southern parts of the Assyrian corpse, while the Medes took the sparser, northern parts.

		

		But in some ways the Neo-Babylonian empire (650–539 B.C.) was but a brief, brilliant interlude in a much larger movement, the Medo-Persian one. For it is evident that these people never intended to be satisfied with the outer edges of the Assyrian spoils, nor did they intend to have a larger portion—they intended to have it all. Thus they only bided their time through the reigns of the strong Babylonian monarch Nebuchadrezzar and his progressively weaker successors until they were ready to move. In 539 B.C. they ushered in what is known as the Persian empire.

		

		But the Judean exile was confined to that brief, bright interlude of Babylon’s political ascendancy. Undoubtedly, however, the Jews did not find it bright. Since the people had been so convinced that they were the darlings of the divine Sovereign, the prophets had despaired of ever getting them to face their peril (note Ezek. 1–30). Thus the final blow, the destruction of Jerusalem in 586, had fallen with shattering force. Beyond that, Babylon continued the Assyrian policy of deportation, in which the leadership of a conquered nation was exiled to some distant land where they would be less inclined to foment rebellion out of nationalistic fervor. In their place people of a more docile, assimilated stance would be brought in, people who would have no interest in the freedom of this new place in which they happened to live. Such a deportation for the Judeans occurred at least once prior to 586, in 598 (2 K. 24:8–17). Then with the destruction of Jerusalem it was carried out again with more severity (2 K. 25:8–21).

		

		As a result of these disasters, many came to the conclusion that their faith had been a farce, while others, still convinced that God was real enough, concluded that he had abandoned them. Thus they were in danger of succumbing to the attractive Babylonian religions and losing their existence as a people, no longer to be the vehicle through which God’s self-revelation could come to the world.

		

		Chapters 40–55 of Isaiah directly address this situation, telling the people that God has not only not abandoned them but has especially chosen through them to demonstrate his superiority over the Babylonian deities. This superiority will be seen in his ability to destroy those idols, to redeem his people from their sins, and to bring those people back to their homeland. In other words, just as God could and should be trusted in the Assyrian crisis, so also he may be trusted in a new age with new problems.

		

		As it turned out, this promise, like the earlier ones, proved entirely trustworthy. Although no nation had ever returned from exile, another overwhelming change occurred, brought about by a man whom the compilers of the book would have us believe was named in advance by predictive prophecy. That man was the first Persian emperor, Cyrus. Finally, in 539 the time had come for the Medo-Persians to complete the conquest they had started seventy-five years earlier. Then they had needed Babylon’s help. Now they needed that help no longer, and in the dramatic events pictured in Dan. 5, they swept into Babylon and ended the Neo-Babylonian empire.

		

		Cyrus brought in a new foreign policy. The Persians reasoned that people are at least as likely to obey a conqueror they like as one they hate. Thus he completely reversed the previous policy, granting exiles the right to return home and offering imperial funds for the rebuilding of national shrines (Ezra 1:1–4; ANET, p. 316). In this respect he lent considerable impetus to the syncretistic trends which were already at work in the religions of the Near East and would only gain speed in centuries to come. Some might call the great god Marduk, some Ashur, some Bel, some Amon-Re, some Yahweh, but surely all were manifestations of the One. To this Isaiah’s book answered with a resounding no! Note Isa. 45:4–5, “I have surnamed you, though you knew me not. I am the Lord, and there is no other; beside me there is no God. I will gird you, though you knew me not, that men may know from the east and from the west, that beside me there is none.”

		

		C. 539–400 B.C.

		

		The formal period of the Exile ended sometime not long after Cyrus’s decree in 539 B.C. when a group of zealous Jews, led by a descendant of the royal line named Zerubbabel and the high priest Jeshua (Ezra 2:1–2; 3:1), started the long trek back to Judah and Jerusalem. According to Ezra 2:64–65, about 50,000 people were involved in the return. It is likely that many of these were fired by an idealistic vision of “the promised land” and an intention to purge their religion of those errors which had landed them in exile in the first place. Without such visions, it is hard to imagine why they would have left homes and businesses in Babylon and set out on such an arduous journey.

		

		Unfortunately, the realities were such that all visions were rather quickly dashed. The returnees were not welcomed with open arms by the descendants of those who had been left behind. Rather, they were treated with hostility and suspicion. The work on the second temple, begun with a flurry of trumpets, was shortly abandoned as workers lost interest and settled down to the mere task of survival. It was only some twenty years later that the prophets Haggai and Zechariah were able to muster enough concern, faith, and guilt to get the work going again. Finally, in 516 B.C., the building was finished. But it was no match for Solomon’s temple and it never captured the Hebrew people’s imagination as the former had done. Furthermore, the efforts of Haggai and Zechariah seem not to have been very effective beyond getting the temple finished, for when Ezra and Nehemiah came on the scene some seventy-five years later, they found both the religious and the civil life at a very low ebb. Under the leadership of Ezra and Nehemiah, however, the people regained a sense of national identity as the people of God. As a result the Jews, who had been teetering on the brink of being absorbed into the surrounding culture, were able to find the energy and the direction to sustain themselves as a distinct people.¹⁸

		

		During this period both the religious and civil history are somewhat scanty. We know, of course, that Judah was a dependent political unit of the Persian empire functioning as a part of the Fifth Satrapy, which was called “Beyond the River.” The river in this case was the Euphrates, and the region appears to have included all of the eastern coast of the Mediterranean that would today be called Syro-Palestine. It is not entirely clear where the capital city of this satrapy was located. Most likely it was Damascus. Under the satrap were local governors, as indicated by Ezra 4:17, where the governor is in Samaria, and Neh. 5:15, where Nehemiah is appointed governor of Judah.

		

		Using the biblical books which come to us from this time (Haggai, Zechariah, Ezra, Nehemiah, Malachi), one may construct some picture of the religious life of Judah during this period. In general three groups may be identified: those who were deeply concerned about God and the relationship of Judah to him; those who were concerned about religion; and those who cared little for either. In this last group were those who saw no necessity for maintaining any distinction between themselves and their neighbors. Thus intermarriage and the relaxation of the ceremonial law were serious problems (Ezra 9; Neh. 13; Mal. 1–2), especially since this third group seems to have been the largest.¹⁹

		

		In a general way Isa. 56–66 corresponds to the above picture. The chapters censured the religiously complacent, asserting that a foreigner or a eunuch who serves God faithfully from the heart is a better Jew than one whose bloodlines are perfect but whose relationship to God is perfunctory at best. Another theme which, like the previous one, plays up a contrast is the inability of human beings to bring about the promised salvation but the complete ability of God through his Spirit to do so. Thus, if chs. 40–55 speak of hope to a people who fear themselves cast off, chs. 56–66 call for a realized righteousness from a people who have lapsed into a careless dependence upon position.

		

	
		

		
			III. UNITY OF COMPOSITION
		

		

		Along with what is known as the JEDP theory of the origins of the Pentateuch, the belief in the multiple authorship of the book of Isaiah is one of the most generally accepted dogmas of biblical higher criticism today.¹ This theory is based very heavily upon what is considered to be lack of unity in the composition. That the three main sections of the book differ significantly cannot be gainsaid. A novice Bible student with some skills in observation can feel the change in tone and focus at ch. 40, and it takes only slightly more perspicuity to detect a similar change at ch. 56. Further studies reveal that certain vocabulary is used in one section but not in the others. Similarly, some theological concepts are restricted to one or another of the sections.²

		

		Thus as early as J. C. Döderlein (1775) and J. G. Eichhorn (1780–83) the theory began to emerge that these differences reflected different authors, whose works had been combined. As this position gained more and more influence in Europe and then in America, scholars became less and less interested in seeing any unity among the parts of the book. A clear indication of this trend is that most commentaries since 1900 treat chs. 1–39 in one volume by one author and chs. 40–66 in another volume by another author, as though they were separate books.³

		

		But despite this broad agreement on literary grounds, it must still be said that there is no concrete evidence that any part of the book ever existed without the other parts. To be sure, this is an argument from silence. Nonetheless, every edition of Isaiah back to that found at Qumran and dated to at least the first century B.C. presents chs. 1–66 as a physical unit. The nearest thing to objective proof of a lack of unity in the composition appears in Y. Radday’s impressive investigation, The Unity of Isaiah in the Light of Statistical Linguistics. Radday did a computerized study of numerous linguistic features of the book of Isaiah and compared these in the various sections of the book. As a control he studied other pieces of literature, both biblical and extrabiblical, which were reputed to have come from one author. As a result of these researches he concluded that the linguistic variations were so severe that one author could not have produced the whole book of Isaiah.

		

		As might be expected, these conclusions were greeted with approbation by critical scholars who saw their position as being vindicated. But in fact Radday’s conclusions call into question some scholarly views. For instance, chs. 49–66 are seen as a linguistic unit as opposed to chs. 40–48.﻿4 If this were to prove true it would radically alter much of the theology of “II Isaiah” that has assumed the unitary nature of chs. 40–55. Beyond this, Radday concluded that while chs. 23–35 may not have come from the pen of “I Isaiah,” they definitely belong to the first part of the book, a position which many critical scholars would deny, since they date significant portions of these chapters to 539 B.C. and much later. Thus his findings do not fully satisfy anybody in one sense, neither those who see the book as a unit nor those who see the disunity along certain lines.

		

		A number of questions may be raised concerning Radday’s methodology. The very infancy of the field of statistical linguistics raises some questions. Do we yet know enough to speak with confidence about the possible limits of variation in a given person’s usage?⁵ More seriously, is the analysis of the language in predetermined sections of the book (the language of chs. 1–12 as opposed to the language of chs. 40–48) able to do justice to variations in similar segments, such as paragraphs and sentences? Does not the “averaging” involved in treating the book in sections tend to level off some variations which might otherwise appear? None of this is to question the integrity with which Radday’s study was undertaken and performed, but it is to point out that the evidence is still not as objective as a manuscript in which only chs. 1–39 (or some such) would appear.⁶

		

		As just noted, the most striking argument for the unity of the composition of Isaiah is the present form of the book. If in fact the present composition is the work of at least three major authors and a large number of editors or redactors, it becomes very hard to explain how the book came to exist in its present form at all. The degree of unity which is to be found in the book (e.g., the use of “the Holy One of Israel” 13 times in chs. 1–39 and 16 times in chs. 40–66 and only 7 times elsewhere in the Bible) becomes a problem. Thus it becomes necessary to posit a “school” of students of “I Isaiah” who steeped themselves in the style and thought of the “master.” It would be out of such a group that “II Isaiah” sprang during the Exile and from which, later still, came the writings which now constitute chs. 56–66. Aside from the fact that there is no other evidence for the existence of this “school,”⁷ it is hard to imagine how it ever would have come into existence for Isaiah (and not the other prophets) in the first place.⁸

		

		This improbability is increased in view of recent scholarship’s tendency to reduce the original Isaianic statements to a smaller and smaller corpus. It is now argued that what is truly Isaianic is not of much more extent than the material of Amos or Hosea. Yet we are asked to believe that of all the prophets, only Isaiah sparked a movement which would continue for some five centuries and eventually produce a book in the “founder’s” name that would be some five to six times the volume of the original input. That such a superstructure of thought must be created to reconcile the conclusion of compositional disunity with the present form of the book suggests that the conclusion is at least questionable.⁹ Furthermore, it must be pointed out that there is an amazing lack of unity among scholars as to the extent and origins of the supposed compositional units in the book. The supposition gained from popular writings that there is broad scholarly agreement upon the nature and extent of I, II, and III Isaiah vanishes almost at once when research is undertaken into the scholarly writings. In fact, it is not far off the mark to observe that the only genuine agreement is the negative one which began the process: the book of Isaiah is not a unity.¹⁰

		

		Given the complexity of the theory which must be contrived to explain the book’s present form if it is not a compositional unit, and given the inability of that theory to produce agreement as to the compositional structure of the book, one is driven to reconsider the historic position of the Church, namely, that the book is a compositional (if not stylistic) unit.¹¹ Upon examination several reasons emerge in support of this argument. Not the least among these is Margalioth’s observation of the numerous phrases which appear in both parts of the book but only rarely elsewhere in Scripture. Furthermore, the appearance of similar concepts in various parts of the book (e.g., in chs. 1–5 and 60–66, or in chs. 7–12 and 36–39) also suggests a kind of unity which none of the theories quite succeeds in explaining.¹² But perhaps the most compelling argument for the compositional unity of the book is based on its thought structure. The unity of thought which runs through the book has been largely ignored in recent years, because of the attempt to isolate the supposed component parts. Each part has been exegeted by itself without reference to its larger literary context. But unless one assumes that the process of the formation of Isaiah was completely random or was controlled by societal reasons unrelated to the actual statements of the book, this is an unreasonable way to proceed. Without automatically assuming that one writer sat down and started writing at 1:1 and worked straight through to 66:24, one may still logically expect that there were reasons for putting one set of ideas in conjunction with another that were more significant than mere word association (to which some scholars resort to explain why one statement followed another). In fact, whoever assembled the book and however it was assembled, there is an observable structure about its thought that explains the power of the book and without which the book becomes little more than a collection of sayings put together for no apparent reason.

		

		While the following suggestions are not the only way to understand the thought of the book, they have not been imposed from the outside but emerge from an inductive study. As such they reflect a unity of thought that argues against the book’s having been composed out of diverse materials which were then exposed to a complex redactional process extending over hundreds of years (esp. since there is no external evidence that such a process ever existed).

		

		Since the structure of the book will be discussed in detail later in the Introduction, it will suffice here merely to sketch the outlines in order to convey the sense of the point being made. The central theme of the book relates to the nature and destiny of the people of God. While this people is, on the one hand, destroyed and corrupted (ch. 1), it is called to be a manifestation of the glory of the only God in the world (2:1–5). This calling may be summed up in the word servanthood. The book then seeks to answer the question: How can a sinful, corrupt people become the servants of God? This theme is developed in the following way: Chs. 1–6 set forth the problem (chs. 1–5, sinful yet called) and the solution (ch. 6, a vision of the Holy One). The rest of the book works out the ramifications and the implications of this introduction. Chs. 7–39 are unified by their recurring emphasis upon trust.¹³ They demonstrate that Israel’s problems stem from her tendency to trust the nations instead of God. Furthermore, they show that God alone is trustworthy, and that Israel can only become God’s servant, a light to the nations, if she comes to that place of radical trust.¹⁴ But is it not enough for God to be shown trustworthy. True enough, that trust is the essential basis for a person or a nation to lay aside pretensions to self-sufficiency and accept the servant’s role. But what will actually motivate that person or nation to do so? For example, in Judah’s case, although God had demonstrated his supreme trustworthiness in delivering Jerusalem from Sennacherib, Judah would still not relinquish her trust in the nations and their idols. The result was that God would not and could not defend her from Babylon.

		

		The Judeans had encountered the truth of chs. 7–39, but they had not acted upon it in a long-term way. Why not? The problem was motivation. What could motivate the Judeans to trust God? The answer is found in chs. 40–48 and in the kind of vision of God given to Isaiah in ch. 6. When the nation as a whole, repining in exile in Babylon, can sense not only God’s inestimable greatness but also his boundless love in continuing to choose them as his own despite their sin, then they will be motivated to trust him and join Isaiah in answering “Here am I.”

		

		But before that “Here am I,” between motivating vision and willing response, must come another step. Can sinful Israel become servant Israel merely by choosing to do so? No, and neither could Isaiah of the unclean lips become Isaiah the messenger through mere choice. Put another way, the question is, by what means shall Israel’s servanthood be achieved? The answer, as revealed in chs. 49–55, is the Servant. Here comes the rounding out of the vision of the Messiah as initially given in chs. 9 and 11. By means of his self-giving and by means of his ideal servanthood, Israel’s sins may be forgiven and the hopes of chs. 40–52 are able to give way to the realization and celebration of chs. 54–55.

		

		Despite the joy of the realization that God has not only chosen and redeemed, however, there remains the outworking of that servanthood. Here, as was revealed to Isaiah at the close of his vision, all is not gladness and light. Rather, the realities of human inability and divine ability must find a concrete meeting point. These realities are dealt with in chs. 56–66, coming to their climax with the revelation of God’s glory through his people in ch. 66.

		

		Whatever this unity of thought in the book may say about authorship, it does speak to the need for a rebirth of attempts to interpret the book as a whole. I hope that these volumes will make some small contribution to that rebirth. Continuation of recent trends to interpret small sections of the book without reference to their larger context must inevitably be self-destructive. It is only in its wholeness that the grandeur of the book’s message can be seen. Without that wholeness, scholarly study of the book will of necessity become only the interest of antiquarians.

		

	
		

		
			IV. DATE AND AUTHORISHIP
		

		

		As the previous sections have already suggested, these are vexed questions. The historic position of the Church was derived from the apparent claims of the book beginning at 1:1. That verse seems to say that everything which follows is a report of the visionary experiences of Isaiah the son of Amoz. Furthermore, in 2:1; 7:3; 13:1; 20:2; 37:6, 21; and 38:1 words are attributed directly to Isaiah. While Isaiah is not named as the source of any of the materials in chs. 40–66, it is evident that the burden of proof is upon those who propose other sources, for no other sources are named.

		

		As mentioned above, there are at least two reasons for questioning Isaiah’s authorship of chs. 40–66. One of these is the radical change of style in these chapters from that found in chs. 1–39; chs. 40–66 are much more lyrical and exalted. Of more substance is the observation that the other prophets, while predicting the future, do not seem to address their words to people in the future as seems to be the case with chs. 40–55 (550 B.C., some 150 years later than Isaiah) and chs. 56–66 (500 B.C.? some 200 years later than Isaiah). Yet a third objection is not often stated explicitly, but it is almost always implied: no specific prediction of the future is possible, and whenever such appears to occur (e.g., with the exile to Babylon [39:5–6] or the deliverance by Cyrus [45:1]) these are always either contemporary with, or after, the fact. Other objections are given, but these are the major ones.

		

		The difficulty with these concerns is that they cannot be confined to discrete sections of the book. Thus the references to Babylon in chs. 1–39 are the work of “II Isaiah,” as are chs. 34 and 35, which are stylistically similar to chs. 40–55. Furthermore, chs. 24–27 are said to be of an apocalyptic style that is to be dated to 500 B.C. if not later. So that which is genuinely the work of Isaiah, the supposed genius who set the whole process in motion, erodes to a smaller and smaller corpus.

		

		When these criteria are turned upon chs. 40–66, the same kind of atomization occurs there. As Duhm observed as early as 1895, the style and concerns of chs. 56–66 are not those of chs. 40–55, thus requiring yet a third “author.”¹ However, studies since Duhm’s time have failed to come to any consensus about this third author. Some, like C. C. Torrey, have maintained that Duhm was mistaken and that the variations in style and concerns between chs. 40–55 and 56–66 are within acceptable limits for one writer.² But the prevailing opinion has come to be that represented by Paul Hanson,³ and more recently by Elizabeth Achtemeier,⁴ namely, that these chapters are a composite which stems ultimately from several parts of the postexilic community, and not any one author.

		

		The end result of these inquiries into the authorship of the book is at least twofold. First, it is very difficult to obtain agreement among scholars as to the date and authorship of any but a few chapters of the total book. The titles “I, II, and III Isaiah” are retained for convenience, but in fact are very misleading as to matters of date and authorship.

		

		Second, the results of these inquiries have devalued the religious message of the book. Since it is agreed that the prophet can speak only to his immediate historical context and even then not in specific prediction, much of the religious argument of the book is reduced to rhetoric, and faulty rhetoric at that.⁵ Thus the argument that God is to be preferred to the idols because he has foretold the Exile is false (41:21–24). Likewise, the promises of a great messianic deliverance (which, by definition, cannot be far in the future) did not come true. Perhaps even more telling, the claims that God controls history and can be trusted were in fact only manipulations of the record after the fact.

		

		This is not to say that multiple authorship must be rejected because of its necessarily deleterious effects on the book’s theological value, but it does raise the question as to whether the admitted influence of the book for at least twenty-five centuries does not weigh against some of these theories.

		

		This is not the place to launch into a lengthy critique of these positions, but it is necessary to elucidate the position from which this commentary is written and to explain some of the reasons why the prevailing critical views are not accepted. For this commentary the theological and ideological unity of the book is a primary datum. Other data, especially those relating to date and authorship, must be considered in the light of this datum. For instance, it must be asked whether the hypothesis of a complex redactional process functioning over several hundred years can satisfactorily account for that unity, especially since there is no evidence that such a group process existed. Furthermore, it is questionable whether a group process ever produces literature of power. Note that both Holladay and Achtemeier﻿6 refer to “Third Isaiah” as an entity while agreeing that no such individual existed. They are reflecting the conviction that literature produced by committee does not display such unity.

		

		In this light, it is my conviction that the essential content of the book has come to us through one human author, Isaiah the son of Amoz. It is he who received the revelations from God and who directed the shaping of the book. This is not to deny one of the most helpful assertions of form criticism, namely, that verbal messages tended to be self-contained units which could be grouped together with other such units in various ways. In fact, as Harrison points out, had earlier critics recognized this characteristic of ancient Near Eastern literature, they would have been less inclined to dissect the biblical books on the basis of modern canons of literary unity.⁷ What we have in the book, then, comes nearest to what we call an anthology, a collection of sermons, sayings, thoughts, and writings of Isaiah, all arranged according to the theological scheme outlined in the previous section. Thus it is not at all necessary to assume that all the materials in the book are in the chronological order in which they were first delivered. Nor is it necessary to deny that during the collection of the materials into book form brief editorial or transitional materials were added, either by Isaiah himself or those working with him.⁸

		

		But what about the problems of stylistic differences and differences of historical context of chs. 40–66 from chs. 1–39? How are these to be explained if all of the essential content of the book is to be derived from Isaiah between approximately 740 and 690 B.C.? First of all, it must be maintained that, computer studies notwithstanding, attribution of authorship on the basis of style is not a precise science. It is a matter of observation that different subject matters, as well as different periods in a person’s life, produce different styles. Thus, it is not at all beyond the realm of possibility that some years after the completion of what are now chs. 1–39, new visions of God’s greatness, particularly as it related to a future era, provoked in Isaiah a new style consistent with the broadened vistas he was now seeing. A similar case in point seems to be the gospel of John and the book of Revelation, if tradition is correct that the two books should be attributed to the same person. Quite different styles are evoked by different subject matters and a different period of life.⁹

		

		The matter of historical context is the most serious objection in attribution of the materials in chs. 40–66 to Isaiah. It is certainly not typical for the prophets to address themselves at length to times other than their own. However, this phenomenon is not as rare as is depicted by some who would like to limit the work of the prophets to ethical comments on social issues of their own day. In fact, this kind of thing occurs in Ezekiel (chs. 37–48), Daniel (chs. 7–11), and Zechariah (chs. 8–13), not to mention shorter portions in several of the other prophetic books.

		

		At the same time, it must be admitted that the material in Isaiah is unusually extensive and unusually suited to the specific historical context in the future. Why should this have come to Isaiah rather than to Jeremiah or Ezekiel, who were closer to exilic times?¹⁰ While it is impossible to give a definite answer, some suggestions may be offered. Given the theme of the first part of the book—trust in human power, as exemplified in the nations, is foolish, whereas trusting in God, the Lord of the nations, is wise—and given that God’s triumph over Assyria is the culminating proof of that power, how should one treat the upcoming defeat at the hands of Babylon that Isaiah has foreseen? If God “loses” to Babylon, does this not mean that the whole argument of chs. 7–39 is invalid? Thus questions are raised in the first part of the book that require the issue of the Exile to be addressed in advance. Likewise, the vision of the Messiah that is depicted so well against the backdrop of the Judean kingship in chs. 9 and 11 would require the kind of reinterpretation which is seen in chs. 40–55 in order to be valid for that coming postmonarchical day. But even more, the vision which Isaiah has for his people as servants of God is incomplete without that picture of the motivating and delivering hand of God. By inspiration Isaiah knows that the kind of trust he is calling for will not be realized until the fires of the Exile have purged the idolatrous Israelite heart. Thus his message, to be complete, must take that era into account.

		

		In the same way, his vision of servanthood would have been incomplete had it failed to demonstrate an awareness of the genuine difficulties to be found in the implementation of that vision as the postexilic community would experience it. The visionaries who would return from the Exile full of the awareness of their chosenness and of God’s power to redeem needed also to be aware of the complete necessity for dependence upon God and his ability. Only in this way would God’s light rise to shine upon the world.

		

		What has just been said is that the very nature of the message found in chs. 1–39 of Isaiah demands that the materials found in chs. 40–66 be included both for the sake of completeness and for the validity of Isaiah’s message.¹¹ Thus there is a logical necessity for the address to the future communities. It may also be observed that one probable reason for the survival of the Judean exiles as a community may well have been the existence of Isa. 40–66 in advance of the Exile, both predicting that event and pointing beyond it to a return.

		

		Another factor here that must not be overlooked, however, is the remarkable absence of concrete historical references in chs. 40–66. Accepting the theory of multiple authorship, B. S. Childs says that the later community expunged these references in order to make the total work appear to be that of “I Isaiah.”¹² But surely another alternative presents itself. Perhaps these references are lacking not because they were expunged but because the materials do stem from Isaiah, who was speaking predictively.¹³ In any case, there appears to be no middle ground. There is no good reason why a “II Isaiah,” addressing his own contemporaries, would have avoided explicit references to his own times. Either those references have been removed, which raises serious interpretative problems, or they were never there because the material was given many years in advance. This commentary opts for the latter.¹⁴

		

	
		

		
			V. OCCASION
		

		

		The occasion for the book of Isaiah was the Assyrian crisis, which would bring about the destruction of Northern Israel and threaten the existence of Southern Judah. Above everything else this was a theological crisis, and it was one of the first magnitude. Among the questions raised were: Is God truly the Sovereign of history if the godless nations are stronger than God’s nation? Does might make right? What is the role of God’s people in the world? Does divine judgment mean divine rejection? What is the nature of trust? What is the future of the Davidic monarchy? Are not the idols stronger than God and therefore superior to him? Surely it is not far from the mark to say that Judah survived Ahaz’s apostasy because of Isaiah’s ministry and that Hezekiah was faithful as he was and could exercise trust at the critical moment for Jerusalem’s survival on account of that ministry.

		

		Because of the far-reaching nature of the theological questions raised by these events, it was not possible that the book could close without reference to the future. As noted in the previous section, it was only by reference to the Exile and to the postexilic period (and indeed far beyond that to the messianic era) that these questions could be examined and answered in their fullest implications.

		

	
		

		
			VI. CANONICITY
		

		

		The importance of the book of Isaiah in the canon of Hebrew literature is clear. As early as 190 B.C. the book of Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) makes reference to the writings of Isaiah that “comforted Zion” (Sir. 48:24; cf. Isa. 40:1; 61:1, 2) and foretold the future. Shortly thereafter, it was being copied profusely by the scribes at Qumran as illustrated by the numerous fragments of various copies found there as well as by the great Isaiah scroll (1QIsa), which must be dated to at least 100 B.C. That the text form of that scroll as well as the fragmentary 1QIsb is essentially identical to that of the normative MT of A.D. 950 indicates that as early as 100 B.C. the book was considered of such authority that its final form was already well established. A further evidence of the reverence in which this book was held is that it is quoted by the NT writers (most of whom were Jews) more times than all the other prophets together (21 direct quotations and numerous allusions).

		

	
		

		
			VII. HEBREW TEXT
		

		

		By and large, the original Hebrew text of Isaiah has been well preserved. While there are a number of instances where obscure statements suggest the possibility of textual corruptions, these are remarkably few in proportion to the whole. The major witnesses to the text are the LXX, the Targum, and the scrolls from Qumran (1QIsa, 1QIsb). The variations from the MT are relatively few, ranging from almost none in 1QIsb to the expected periphrastic expansions of the Targ., which still usually gives witness to an MT-like original behind it.¹

		

		The most significant textual variations occur in the LXX and in 1QIsa. Those in the LXX are frequently suspect because they appear most often to be attempts to smooth out or to interpret difficult passages in the MT. Since most of the MT readings are not simply impossible (and not therefore themselves suspect as corruptions), one must reject most of these LXX variants as secondary.²

		

		The variants in 1QIsa are most controversial in nature, with opinions about them ranging from almost complete rejection by H. Orlinsky to very frequent acceptance by R. Clements.³ The truth is probably somewhere between these two extremes. While a number of 1QIsa’s readings can be explained as being the results of tendentiousness or as copyists’ errors, others have all the marks of being more original than the MT readings.⁴ Some of these, interestingly enough, support conjectures which scholars had previously put forward for correcting the MT. For example, at 14:4 the MT has maḏhēḇâ, which is unintelligible but which ancient commentators suggested might mean “place [or city] of gold” (cf. AV). On the basis of the ancient versions (LXX “oppressor,” Targ. “transgressor”), however, several scholars suggested that the original must have been marhēḇâ, “fury,” and that d, which is very similar to r in the block Hebrew script, must have been written mistakenly. 1QIsa now supports this conjecture. A similar example appears in 33:8, where the MT has ‘ārîm, “cities,” as a parallel to “covenants.” Changing the r to d would yield the better ‘ēḏîm, “witnesses.” 1QIsa also supports this suggestion.

		

		A more substantial variant appears at 21:8, where the AV, following the MT, has the very strange “and he cried, A lion: My Lord, I stand continually.…” While it is not impossible to wring meaning from these words,⁵ it is still very difficult and the text appears to be corrupt. This impression is strengthened by the difficulties which both the LXX and the Targum have in integrating “lion,” which they both have, into their translations. 1QIsa seems to provide the solution when it reads hārō’eh, “the seer,” instead of ’aryēh, “lion.” The error could well have occurred during copying by dictation since the two words sound so much alike.

		

		Apart from a few cases such as the examples just cited, however, the text of Isaiah has been well preserved over the years. The reverence in which the book has been held has undoubtedly contributed to this preservation. The rise of the present “continuous redaction” theory offers a serious threat to the text’s integrity, however. The easy confidence with which some scholars profess to be able to distinguish between various “strata” in a verse or passage is amazing, particularly when textual evidence is altogether absent. All too easily they separate “secondary” and “tertiary” from “primary” materials, deleting as glosses elements which might be embarrassing to their reconstruction of the book and its contents.⁶ These tendencies must be steadfastly resisted. Our mandate is to interpret the text as it is before us unless there is manuscript evidence to correct that text. To do anything else is to build our interpretations upon air.⁷

		

	
		

		
			VIII. THEOLOGY
		

		

		Unless the book of Isaiah is a great theological document, it is nothing. Whatever may be its strengths as a piece of literature, they pale by comparison to the breadth and the sweep of the book’s theological insights.¹ While it is not possible to explore these in any detail here, it is necessary that we sketch an outline of the leading ideas in the book to serve as a guide to those who wish to explore those ideas further. The thought of Isaiah can be organized under four heads: God, Humanity and the World, Sin, Redemption. Of necessity these topics overlap somewhat, but wherever possible this overlap will be minimized. Before looking at these individual headings it would be well to make one general comment: Isaiah is a book of contrasts. Again and again polar opposites are played off against each other, as is apparent from even cursory study of the first six chapters. Some of the contrasts are: divine glory versus human degradation; judgment versus redemption; height versus depth; God’s wisdom versus the idols’ stupidity; fecundity and abundance versus barrenness and desolation; arrogance versus humility. Other examples of this feature could be cited, but these are enough to illustrate the book’s use of the device. There is no reason to conclude that the author is merely enamored with a literary device. Rather, as is clear from ch. 6, his whole pattern of thought has been affected by the tremendous contrast between the greatness of God and the corruption of humanity. But caught up with this contrast is the amazing paradox that if humanity will lay aside its pretensions to deity, the true God will raise us to fellowship with himself (57:15). These two thoughts form the heart of the book’s theology.

		

		A. GOD

		

		Perhaps in no other biblical book are the wonder and grandeur of the biblical God so ably displayed. This should not be surprising when we think of the vision which was vouchsafed to Isaiah at the opening of his ministry. Certainly throughout this book which bears his name God is “high and lifted up” (6:1). He is the “Holy One,” and “the whole earth is full of his glory” (6:3). This awareness of divine majesty shapes every presentation of God. He it is with whom the people must contend (8:12–15); he it is in whose hand Assyria is only a tool (10:5) and for whom mighty Cyrus is an errand boy (45:1–5). The nations of the earth, great and small, are but tinder in his hand, a drop in a bucket (14:22–23; 40:15, 21–23; 47:1–4). He is the “I am” before whom idols fade to nothingness (2:6–22; 43:8–13). But his greatness is not merely in his power; it is also in his ability to stoop. Conquerors cannot bend down to the lowly; the God of eternity is mighty enough to do so (9:5 [Eng. 6]; 11:1–9; 40:10–11; 57:14–15). Isaiah seems to be saying that if humanity could ever glimpse the true picture of God’s greatness and glory, our problem would be on its way to being solved.

		

		But God is not merely great and majestic; he is also holy. It cannot be an accident that Isaiah’s favorite appellation for God is “the Holy One of Israel.”² Above everything else the realization which struck the prophet in his call experience (ch. 6) was the realization of the terrifying “otherness” of God. He was not merely a superhuman, as were the pagan gods, nor was he a great “grandfather in the sky.” He was of a completely different order from his creatures. This idea is expressed through terms for height and removal (6:1; 8:12–13; 37:23; 40:25; 45:15; 55:8–9; 60:9). Because God is other than his world, its Maker, he is the One who has the right to be called Holy; no other has this right (6:3; 17:7; 40:25; 43:3, 15; 45:11; 54:5).

		

		But it was not merely God’s ontological otherness which captured Isaiah’s thinking. In fact, the primary characteristic that set this God apart from humanity, made him holy, was his moral and ethical perfection.³ Thus Isaiah’s response to his vision of God was “I am unclean” (6:5). This uncleanness was not merely ceremonial, as the words “unclean lips” testify. Before the presence of this moral and ethical perfection the prophet knew that the whole issue of his life and that of his people were defiled and corrupt. Their problem was not that they were finite before the Infinite or mortal before the Immortal or partial before the Complete. Their problem was that they were morally filthy before the Morally Pure. This is nowhere clearer than in 5:16: “The Lord of Hosts is exalted in justice, and the Holy God is sanctified in righteousness.” The primary mark of God’s holiness is his moral and ethical purity.

		

		This aspect of God’s character reveals itself in several ways in the book, especially through the contrast with the people’s character. Their lying, stealing, oppression, and murder are a direct affront to his nature (1:4, 21–23; 5:20; 9:16 [Eng. 17]–10:4; 30:12; etc.), as is mere cultic obedience (28:5–10; 58:1–5; 65:2–5). When they are exalted the result is arrogance and faithlessness (3:11–15; 22:15–25; 32:5–7; 59:5–8), but God’s exaltation is seen in his faithfulness (10:20; 12:6; 29:23; 30:18; 31:4–5; 49:7), especially toward the lowly (29:19; 57:15). Because of his faithfulness, because he alone is the Maker, and because he will do what is right, he may be trusted to redeem (41:14; 43:3, 14–15; 47:4; 48:17; etc.); and his willingness to redeem against all the odds will be the vindication of his holiness as well as the expression of it (10:20; 12:6; 29:19, 23; 41:16; 60:9, 14). Refusal to trust in him is in fact a denial of his holiness (8:13; 30:11–12; 31:1). Finally, it is God’s purpose that his people should share his character (35:8; 48:2; 60:14; 62:12).

		

		Because God alone is great, and because he alone is holy, the worship of other gods is sheerest folly. Above everything else, it is stupid. Nowhere else in Scripture is the stupidity of idolatry subjected to such exquisite sarcasm as in the book of Isaiah. Who would be so blind as to bow down to a piece of wood the other half of which had just been used to cook supper (44:9–20; see also 41:6–7; 2:8, 20; 17:7, 8; 30:22; 31:7; 57:12–13)?⁴ Nor is Isaiah content to limit his attack to the making of idols. These other gods whom the idols represent are merely reflections of humanity with all the limitations of humanity. They are attempts to glorify human beings, but in fact they only magnify the essential helplessness of our species (2:6–22). They are unable to explain the past or to predict the future (41:22–23; 43:8–9; 44:6–8; 45:20–23); they cannot affect the present in any material way (41:23; 45:16, 20; 47:12–15), because the gods do not transcend this world. They are continuous with it and expressions of it. Therefore they did not make it and cannot control its destiny. They are helpless participants in the system. Isaiah represents this by saying that the gods know neither how the world began nor how it will end. God is not so; he is other than this system. As such he is qualified to be its Maker, Sustainer, Director, and Judge. Thus he is able to explain the past and to foretell the future (41:26–29; 42:24–25; 44:7–8; 45:21; 46:10; 48:3–6, 12–16; etc.). The gods, being contingent, cannot do a new thing, such as delivering from exile, but God can. They are doomed to mere repetition of the natural cycles, but God is free to do anything, even something brand new, to serve his sovereign, faithful purposes (42:8–9, 16–17; 43:18–19; 46:11; 48:6–8).⁵

		

		A further implication to be drawn from the sovereign and holy lordship of God is his rule of history. Whatever others before him may have understood, Isaiah realized that God, unlike the idols, had plans and purposes for human experience (14:24–27; 19:12; 23:8–9; 25:1; 37:26; 45:9–11, 18; 46:10–11). Moreover, these plans were part of a comprehensive whole. Isaiah expected that history would find its climax as the nations of the world flowed to a redeemed and glorified Zion, there to share in the divine character itself (2:1–5; 11:9; 25:7–8; 60:1–22).

		

		But the historical events which were to confront Israel and Judah during Isaiah’s lifetime and in the two centuries following could not be easily integrated with that picture. Nations that worshiped idols would destroy first Israel and then Judah, and though Judah survived she would be but an administrative unit in a vast pagan empire. Is this divine control of history?

		

		What Isaiah was able to do was to demonstrate that God’s purpose was much larger than short-term victory or defeat and that his control of human destiny extended even to those who would not acknowledge him. How can it be that violently pagan Assyria should destroy Samaria, the city of God’s people, no matter how sinful? Is Assyria stronger than God? Oh no, Assyria is but a tool in the hand of God (10:15). In a world that perceived battles between warring nations as a contest between their respective gods, this was a daring and, indeed, astonishing insight. Yet, on the other hand, it is not astonishing if a person adopts Isaiah’s premises. If God is indeed the only God (26:13; 44:8; 45:14, 22; etc.), if he is indeed the transcendent One who is other than the psycho-socio-physical system of this world (2:10, 19, 21; 6:1–3; 24:21–22; 31:3; 40:25–26; etc.), if he is the One who directs all things (8:12–13; 14:26–27; 19:12; 26:21; etc.), if he is faithful to his promises and righteous in his ways (1:16–20; 2:1–4, 11–12; 11:1–16; etc.), it only takes a rigorous commitment to logic to conclude that the events of history are not a contest between God and the gods, but are in fact the outworking of the interaction between the single divine purpose and human obedience and rebellion.⁶ Thus, just as the Assyrians were to be instruments of punishment, Cyrus was to be the instrument of redemption (45:1–7). Furthermore, the nations of humanity, before whose glory the Judeans were tempted to prostrate themselves, were all accountable to the righteous God and under his judgment (chs. 13–23). Never again after Isaiah could Judah conceive of herself as the only place where God worked. Zion might be his throne, but the earth was his stage.

		

		B. HUMANITY AND THE WORLD

		

		Nowhere is Isaiah’s love of paradox more evident than in the area of humanity and the world. By his use of paradox he avoids the pitfalls that have dogged so much thought upon this topic. Apart from revelation, two extremes seem to prevail. On the one hand, humanity is seen as being ultimate, the measure of all things, the logical center for all thought and contemplation. On the other hand, humanity is nothing, one more blob of protoplasm made more contemptible by its ability to cloak its rapaciousness with murmurings about “value” and “destiny.” The world is seen in similar ways. On the one hand, it is made god itself; all life springs from it; it must be nourished and cherished as Mother. On the other hand, the universe is at heart nothing more than a complex of forces operating at random with but an appearance of regularity. Out of these forces life has been belched, on at least one chunk of matter, with no more purpose than that of a bubble of gas erupting from the molten lava in a volcano’s center.

		

		For Isaiah, these seemingly contradictory positions are in fact directly related. To assume that the physical universe and the humanity which has emerged from it are ultimate is to bring oneself inexorably to the opposite conclusion (2:6–22; 14:4–21; 47:5–15). For the universe contains no justification for itself in itself. The growth and change that seem so much a part of it are really only an ongoing process of decay. The humanity that seems to stand at the pinnacle of it all is continually mocked by its own transitoriness and death. The values that it touts most highly—unselfish love, justice, equity, and peace—are precisely those it most regularly denies in practice.⁷ If the world and human life are thought to be of ultimate significance, then it must be admitted that nothing is of ultimate significance, for these are surely not.

		

		Again and again Isaiah makes his point that human pretensions to significance and the actions that arise to support these pretensions must always reduce us to nothing. The harder we try to make ourselves something, the more like nothing we become.⁸ Isaiah notes frequently that it is God who smashes these pretensions (so, e.g., 2:12–17). And so it is. If our formula assumes that x equals significance when in fact it is y, the formula will always fail because it does not take into account the presence of y. So it was for the Judeans. Though they tried to exclude the Holy One from their computations, he was too real to be so excluded (30:8–18).

		

		On the other hand, just as pretensions to significance must lead to insignificance for creation, so will the giving of true significance to God result in glory for humanity and the world. It should never be said that Isaiah is a world-despiser or one who believes that human beings are mere worms. To be sure, these are a result of denying God his true place, but they are not an accurate description of the real nature of things. It is hard to find a greater valuation put upon humanity and the world than that in Isaiah.⁹

		

		When God, the personal Creator, is exalted as Holy Lord, the purposeful Maker, then the universe is a place of value and significance. Likewise, human beings are important because God chooses to make them reflections of his glory and to share his holy character with them. Are the failures and atrocities of humanity signs of its fundamental worthlessness? No, they are the results of refusals to let God be Lord. If we will allow him his rightful place, then redemption, exaltation, and glory are ours.

		

		A similar paradox is found in human accomplishment and failure. When human beings believe they can accomplish anything, their works are fundamentally destructive (e.g., 1:2–8; 5:20–25; 30:1–5, 15–17; 59:4–15). On the other hand, to admit that we are essentially helpless before God’s omnipotence is to discover him enabling us for great things (e.g., 6:5–8; 7:9; 8:9–10; 10:20–27; 12:1–6; 26:1–9; 37:14–20, 30–38; 40:27–31). Thus, to pretend to be king in any absolute sense is to be truly powerless, as Ahaz learned and Hezekiah knew. Titles mean nothing if the territory which we supposedly control is worthless (3:6–8). In any event, the worth of a territory is not determined by size. Whether it be a heap of rubble or a mighty empire, it has no ultimate worth in itself (10:12–19; 47:1–9). On the other hand, to be a servant of the Most High is ultimately to have more authority and capacity than any of earth’s sovereigns in their own right (30:29–33; 52:13; 65:13–16; 66:12–24).

		

		C. SIN

		

		Above everything else, sin is rebellion for Isaiah. This is illustrated graphically by the fact that the book begins and ends on this note (1:2; 66:24).¹⁰ But this conclusion is drawn from more than a merely formal matter; it reflects the whole tenor of the book. God is the only Lord, the only Holy One. He has made all things for his sovereign purposes; he is directing history to its final conclusion of universal health and peace. How incredible, then, that a human being, the work of his hands, should stand up against him and say no! (10:15; 29:15–16; 64:8). Yet we have done so, and all the evil in the world springs from that refusal to accept God’s fundamental lordship.

		

		For Isaiah this rebellion is an expression of human pride.¹¹ We refuse to accept our creatureliness; we refuse to admit that we are dependent. We will be high and mighty and we will revere those who make the pretense of being high and mighty. We will make ourselves the sole source of our identity. From such a root, says Isaiah, springs a vicious plant. Initially there is alienation from God and from others, as each self refuses to be dependent upon others and instead seeks to use others for its own ends (5:8–25). From alienation springs unfaithfulness: we cannot afford to be true to others because it might decrease our independence (28:1–10). From unfaithfulness springs oppression as one self seeks in increasingly overt ways to force other selves to do its bidding (58:1–59:15). Finally, the fruit of alienation, unfaithfulness, and oppression is destruction—the rampant self seeks to destroy everything it cannot control (10:7–14). This is sin, a pattern of behavior that has its source in a proud refusal to admit dependency. (See esp. ch. 1.)

		

		To Isaiah the most astonishing thing about this rebellion is its stupidity (1:2–3). To him, any clearheaded examination of the facts of life ought to make it plain that humanity is not ultimate. Which of us can escape death, the grinning mocker of all our pretensions to greatness (ch. 14)? Which earthly nations can forever conquer their fellows and remain in perpetual dominance (chs. 13–23)? Which human leaders enshrined in their own pomp and power can be depended upon never to fail their people (chs. 7, 21, 28–30)? Yet we persist in our folly because the alternative is too distasteful. To become the servant of God is seen as being so bad that we will deny the facts of existence to avoid it (47:7–15).

		

		D. JUDGMENT AND REDEMPTION

		

		God’s response to sin is judgment or redemption, depending upon the response of humanity to God’s actions. If we will turn from our own attempts to care for ourselves and turn to dependence upon God (30:15), then he will do everything necessary to clear the record and restore us to fellowship (30:18; 53:12; 63:1–6). Moreover, the whole tenor of the book makes it plain that while mere wishful thinking cannot avert judgment, God is not content for judgment to be the last word. Thus in the larger structure of the book chs. 1–39, which tend to emphasize judgment, are followed by chs. 40–66, which tend to emphasize redemption; but it is also true within segments, as in chs. 1–6 and 7–12, as well as chs. 30 and 31, and especially chs. 56–59 and 60–66.﻿12 Furthermore, while judgment may indeed be final (22:14; 25:10–12; 66:24), it is also possible that judgment may become the vehicle for redemption (cf. 4:2–6). Thus, again, in the book as a whole, the heavy hand of God through the Assyrians and the Babylonians becomes the stimulus for the people to turn to God’s outstretched hand of blessing. But judgment also recurs frequently throughout the parts (10:20–27; 26:21; 30:16–22; 37:1–7; 42:18–43:7; 50:1–3; 51:17–23; etc.).

		

		1. Judgment

		

		Judgment takes many forms for Isaiah. It may come as natural disaster (24:4–5), military defeat (5:26–30), or disease (1:5–6), but all these are from the hand of God (43:27–28). The prophet does not know of a world where the Lord is merely an observer. All things emanate from him and have their meaning in relation to his will. Thus to live in contradiction to the Creator’s purposes is to run headlong into the very structure of his universe. This is nowhere clearer than in the opening chapter of the book. There are natural and inevitable results of rebellion against the Creator, and they cannot be averted or altered except by a change in one’s relationship to him (cf. also 59:1–15).

		

		At the same time it should not be suggested that judgment is merely the outworking of the natural and impersonal consequences of our sin. For Isaiah, judgment is also the outworking of the personal outrage of an offended Deity. God is not a force to Isaiah; he is overwhelmingly Person. Thus he reacts to his people with passion. His love is passionate, and thus his hatred for all which corrupts his people is passionate as well (9:11, 16, 20 [Eng. 12, 17, 21]; 10:4). Nor can there be a neat separation between sin and sinner. People feel the results of his anger upon themselves (5:24–25; 65:6–7). But the point of difference is this: the sinner may repent and God will no longer be angry with him (10:25; 12:1; 26:20, 21; 30:18; 40:1–2, 27–31; 51:20–23; 54:7–8; 60:15; etc.). God does not hold his anger in some arbitrary pique but longs to extend his compassion to his people if they will but turn to him.

		

		2. Redemption

		

		According to Isaiah, the basis of redemption lies precisely in the faithfulness of a God who is willing to let his anger go and is unwilling that his people should be estranged from him. Far from exulting in their destruction, he longs that they might move through that abasement which their pride has brought upon them to cleansing and new life (1:16–19; 6:5–7; 27:1–9; 29:22–24; 33:5–6, 17–22; 43:25–44:3; 49:14–23; 57:16–19).

		

		Furthermore, particularly (but not solely) as elucidated in the second part of the book, redemption has its basis in God’s creatorhood. Because God is independent of his world as its creator, he is able to break into the apparently endless chain of cause and effect and deliver his people from the seemingly inevitable consequences of their sin (11:15, 16; 14:24–27; 17:7; 42:5–9; 43:1–2, 10–13; 48:13–18).

		

		Thus it is plain that the means of salvation can only be through God’s activity. Humanity is helpless to redeem itself in God’s sight or even to change its behavior. If there is to be a restoration of the relationship and a substantive change of behavior it must be because the Creator becomes the Redeemer. This emphasis upon the necessity of God’s defeating the enemies without and within by himself is distinctly Isaianic (4:4; 6:6–7; 12:5; 25:1, 6–9; 28:16–17; 32:15–20; 33:2, 10–12; 37:6–7; 41:25–29; 42:14–17; 44:22; 46:13; 50:2; 52:10; 59:15–20; 63:1–6). In this respect the nations of the earth are just as much God’s tool for redemption as they were for judgment. Why is it that Cyrus the Persian will declare all exiles of the former Babylonian empire free to return? Because it pleases God so to direct him (44:21–45:7).

		

		But it is evident that God cannot merely abrogate the justice upon which the cosmos is founded and declare that the effects of human sin will be suspended. Sin and transgression must be covered, atoned for. The train of effects of which sin is the initial cause must somehow be diverted. Nowhere in Scripture is this principle more clearly stated than in 52:13–53:12. Many will be accounted righteous because he bore their iniquities. It is this substitutionary atonement which ultimately makes possible God’s announcement of pardon and redemption. In this sense the blood of God’s enemies that stains the hem of his garment as he labors alone to bring deliverance is his own (63:1–6). He has become the enemy in order that even the enemy might know redemption if he chooses.

		

		Who is this atoning One through whom redemption comes? It is the ideal king, the promised anointed one (Messiah). This picture of the one who suffers with his people (7:14–17), redeems his people (9:1–6 [Eng. 2–7]), rules over his people (11:1–5), and suffers for his people (42:1–9; 49:5–6; 50:4–9; 52:13–53:12) gives a total view of the means whereby God expects to deliver his people from both the causes and the effects of sin. Central to the book’s attitude about arrogance and pride is the picture of One who will establish his rule through the moral force of his own humility and self-giving rather than through brute force. Moreover, it is clear that this individual is in some sense identified with God himself, not only by the statement in 9:5 (Eng. 6; “mighty God”) but also by the application to him of “high and lifted up” (52:13; elsewhere used only of God, 6:1 and 57:15) and by the implied question. What human being can atone for the sins of others?

		

		The conditions for redemption are everywhere the same in the book: a renunciation of one’s own pride and a corresponding acknowledgment of God’s sole rulership, an acceptance of God’s provision for deliverance, and a willingness to function as God’s servant. These are seen in recurring appeals throughout the book, but nowhere clearer than in the opening chapter, especially vv. 18–20. So long as persons insist upon their own exaltation, there is no hope of their entering into a redeeming relationship with God (2:11, 17; 5:15). On the other hand, to abandon trust in oneself and to commit one’s way to God is to discover all the resources of the Most High at one’s own command (12:2; 26:2–6; 30:15; 55:6–9; 57:15). Ultimately the entire book is an appeal to abandon the folly of human pride, to accept God’s lordship, and to experience the wonder of life as it was meant to be (11:1–16; 65:17–25).

		

		In Isaiah’s view, chief among the many conditions resulting from redemption would be restoration of God’s holy image in his people, restoration to the land, reestablishment of social justice, and fulfillment of the servant role by God’s people. One of the book’s recurring points is that God will make his people like himself. Redemption is not merely people’s deliverance from the guilt of past sins, but also the sharing of his holy character. This is clear in the prophet’s call experience but also in many other places (4:3–4; 11:9; 32:15–18; 35:8–10; 60:21). Even more than in individual passages, the whole shape of the book points in this direction. Yes, salvation is by divine initiative alone; human beings can do nothing to bring it about (chs. 40–55). However, the outworking of that salvation is in lives of justice, righteousness, and purity, which are achieved not by human work but by divine provision (chs. 56–66).

		

		As sin and pride resulted in the destruction of the land and the people’s being cast out from it (10:20–23; 24:1–23; 34:1–17; 39:5–7), so redemption would bring about the re-creation of the land and the resettlement of the people in their land (11:10–16; 25:6–9; 27:6; 30:23–26; 35:1–10; 41:17–20; 43:4–7, 19–21; 49:8–13). The two elements here are significant. Sin produces destruction of the natural order. This is not mere apocalyptic imagery. Whenever human beings live as though they were gods and creation was theirs to do with as they wish, creation suffers. Not only are the divinely ordained principles violated, but the creation becomes merely a means with no value of its own.¹³ The result is the desolation that Isaiah depicts.

		

		But the Hebrew prophets knew that the earth is the Lord’s (6:3). It is not god itself, nor is it a possession of ours to violate. It is the possession of our Father lent to us in trust. So long as we cherish it out of a sense of responsibility to its true owner, it will bless us. But if we abuse it, it will not have any bounty to give us. In fact, in its desolation it will curse us. And God, the Owner, will not tolerate such destruction of his property. Ultimately then, God’s people may dwell in his land only if they are in a relationship of obedience and submission to him. If they are, then the land is theirs to enjoy forever.¹⁴

		

		Not only is the cosmos violated by those who refuse to submit to God, but so are other people. The factors are the same in each case. Proud human beings refuse to relate to each other according to the Creator’s principles, and they insist upon seeing other human beings as insignificant except as possible means to their own ends. This is the foundation of the social injustice that Isaiah and all the other prophets condemned with such vehemence. Because God values people for themselves, we must also. We dare not view them as means and try to use them as such (cf. 58:3–9). Nor may we simply ignore them as unimportant to our goals. The redemption of God must change that. To admit his Lordship over us is to begin to allow him to make us see others as he sees them and to value them as he values them. Any attempt to please God with mere cultic righteousness flies in the face of what his righteousness is about (chs. 56–58; 66:1–4; 1:10–17).

		

		As sin results in the degradation and devaluation of the sinner, so redemption results in a renewed significance and worth. This is expressed by Isaiah as the impartation of God’s glory or reality. Divine glory, imparted to those in obedient submission to him, has an enduring quality that can never be taken away. The two parts of the book express these antitheses (sin produces degradation, but submission produces glory) very clearly, with the latter appearing climactically in chs. 55–66 (55:5; 58:8; 60:7, 9, 13, 19; 61:3; 63:14; 66:18, 19). In many ways this theme is the summation of Isaiah’s theology: God alone is truly glorious (real); to seek significance (glory) anywhere else is to invite destruction. But God does not want us to destroy ourselves; rather, he wishes to impart his glory to all who will abandon their trust in themselves, accept his free grace, and commit themselves to righteous living. It is the servants of the Holy who find true glory.

		

		To be redeemed, in Isaiah’s view, is to have gladly accepted the role of servant. To refuse to do so is to fly in the face of reality. Human beings who seek to find significance in their own “kingship,” refusing to entrust their Creator with their own destiny, find dissolution (23:9; 30:12–14). But those who accept their Maker’s humiliatingly free grace and adopt the role of servant will find a power that defies all human wisdom (42:1–4). In that servanthood is a significance and an abundance that the former independence could never secure (43:10–15; 65:12–16).

		

	
		

		
			IX. PROBLEMS IN INTERPRETATION
		

		

		In a book as large as this a host of significant interpretative problems could be identified. The task here is to identify only those that are judged to be of the greatest significance for understanding the message and import of the book. In that light four have been chosen for discussion. They are closely interrelated but can be treated separately for clarity’s sake. They are the unity of the book, the significance of prediction, the identity of the Servant of the Lord, and the function of the book in the total canon.

		

		A. THE UNITY OF THE BOOK

		

		This question has already been discussed above as a higher-critical issue; however, it also has important interpretative ramifications. A study of recent commentaries on Isaiah will make it abundantly clear that whatever may be said about ongoing redactional processes imparting a certain overall unity to the book has little impact upon matters of interpretation. Pericopes, paragraphs, even verses adjudged to have come from historical settings differing from that of the context in which they appear are regularly interpreted without reference to that context. The only corrective to this atomization of the text is an infrequent comment at the end of a discussion referring to the “secondary” interpretations that may be derived from the material’s being inserted into the present text. The resulting fragmentary approach to interpretation is all too plain, with the further result that much of the power which the book as a whole has exerted upon its readers for the past twenty-five centuries is vitiated.¹ If the book is to remain a significant document of, and for, the human race, it must be seen as a whole.

		

		How may this interpretation of the book as a whole be recovered? Is the only recourse to accept the older position of single authorship? This is certainly a viable alternative in my mind. Nor does it require the surrender of many of the insights of modern literary studies. It is entirely possible to assume that the book is an anthology of many different materials coming from a variety of settings in the prophet’s life, but that they have been assembled together according to an overall literary and theological grid, either by the prophet himself or by his immediate followers.

		

		But is this way of seeing the book—a way which is all but impossible for many honest scholars—the only means of recovering the book’s unity? I think not. Another way has been proposed by Brevard Childs in his “canonical interpretation.”² Fundamental to this understanding is the claim that whatever the history of the formation of the Scriptures, it is their canonical form which the community of faith has identified as being authoritative. According to Childs it is this form of the text that “alone bears witness to the full history of revelation.”³ Furthermore, it is the final form of the text that offers us the community’s mature judgment upon the meaning of any prior components which have been incorporated into the final document.⁴ In Childs’s view, to remove these from their setting and to argue that their “original” meaning is of greater interpretative value than their final one is to pay too little attention to the process of revelation.

		

		This approach has much to commend it, and if it could be generally accepted it would go far toward countering the fragmentation that is increasingly characteristic of the interpretation of Isaiah. Especially meritorious is the idea that the final form of the book offers the community’s best judgment upon the meaning and significance of the materials included in the book. However, the common dictum that origins determine outcomes, a dictum applied from psychiatry to earth sciences, seems to rule in biblical studies as well. The result has been that Childs’s point of view has received little more welcome from the establishment of biblical studies than it has from conservatives, who are generally unwilling to grant a diverse set of origins for a given book.⁵

		

		But even those who accept neither conservatives’ views on the book’s origin nor the suggestions of Childs as to the final form of the book being the fullest form of the revelation ought, in my view, to give more credence to the axiom “the whole is more than the sum of its parts.” To analyze the physical components of a human being is not to understand humanity. Nor can the message of Isaiah be understood by means of such analysis. By whatever means, the book’s unity is a present historical fact. Analysis of separate parts without sufficient attention to the whole is not an adequate practice of historical-critical exegesis.⁶ If a scholar does indeed believe that Isaiah reached its final form only in the late postexilic period, it is incumbent upon him or her to interpret the book holistically in that light.⁷ To fail to do so, apart from any judgments about theological value, is to pay insufficient attention to the data. In terms of theological values, why should it be assumed, apart from some preconceived theory, that the supposedly “original” elements are of greater significance than the supposedly “later”? At the least it is incumbent upon the interpreter to give as much attention to the whole as he or she has given to the parts.⁸

		

		In summary, whatever one’s theory about the origins of the book, it is necessary for the interpreter to consider each part of the book in the light of the whole for pronouncements concerning that part’s meaning to have genuine validity.

		

		B. THE SIGNIFICANCE OF PREDICTION

		

		Perhaps no issue has divided recent interpreters of prophecy more than this one. The chief question revolves about the function of the prophetic literature: Does it exist to foretell the future or does it exist to call a particular people to faith in God? Is it universal or particular? During most of its history, and the more so during times of despair, the Church has inclined toward the former, tending to find itself and its own times in the pages of the prophets. In the last couple of centuries a rather violent reaction has set in wherein the predictive element has been almost wholly stripped from the prophets. They are seen as moralistic preachers who called their Israelite and Judean compatriots to repentance and reform. Their only relationship to later times is by analogy: to the degree that our situation is like theirs, to that degree the message has relevance to us.⁹ This position would not deny that the prophets spoke of the future, and this point has even been recovered to a certain extent in recent years.¹⁰ However, this prediction is always held to be of the most general sort that would be consistent with an enlightened conscience, an awareness of Scripture, and a feel for the course of events. Unless God’s people respond to his word, dire things will happen to them. If they respond, good things will happen.

		

		Today, the majority of interpreters would resolutely deny to the prophets any more specific predictions. Whenever such predictions appear in the prophetic literature scholars invariably ascribe them to a secondary author unless the original author is judged to have lived long enough to have written the material after the fact. This last statement succinctly sets out the normal interpretative principle as applied to all that would appear to be specific predictions: they must be written after the fact. It is not hard to imagine why a thoroughgoing naturalist would take such a position. There is no “outside” by means of which these predictions could come. But it is much more difficult to imagine why modern theologians and commentators, most of whom consider themselves at least theists, if not supernaturalists, would hold such a view. Surely if there is such a deity, and if he is able to make special knowledge about himself available to his messengers, it is no great feat to make special knowledge about the future available to these messengers.

		

		It is even more difficult to understand why it is insisted that the prophets wrote their predictions after the fact, when so frequently they rest the claims for the validity of their theology upon the proof of their predictions. In other words, if a hearer said, “How do I know your pronouncements about God are correct?”, the prophet replied, “Look at my predictions.” To insist that the predictions were written after the fact is to assert that the great exponents of ethical righteousness in human history falsified their evidence. Is there any way around this impasse? It is possible to say that the original Hebrew prophets made no predictions, but that their followers, in an excess of zeal to prove their masters correct, doctored the evidence. But this does not help us very much. Once more we are back to a subjective fragmentation of the text according to a priori reasonings about what could or could not have happened. Furthermore, in this day when it is so fashionable to point out the interconnections between biblical and nonbiblical prophecy, it seems strange that the very element most characteristic of nonbiblical prophecy, namely, foretelling the future, should be denied to biblical prophets.

		

		Thus it must be argued that while prediction of the future is not the primary function of biblical prophecy, it is a legitimate element whereby the ethical pronouncements are validated and whereby God’s ability to shape history according to his purposes and human responses is demonstrated. If specific predictions are always suspect then the whole prophetic message, as far as it is supposed to convey eternal verities, is suspect.

		

		This point is nowhere more true than in Isaiah. Too much of the whole fragmentation of the book rests upon the assumption that it is not possible for a prophet of the eighth century B.C. to foretell accurately and to speak to the events of the sixth and fifth centuries B.C. While this assumption is by no means the whole of the argument against the single authorship of the book, it still forms altogether too much of the basis for that argument. Once one grants that Isaiah of Jerusalem could have written such material, the arguments from style, vocabulary, themes, etc. become very nebulous.

		

		Furthermore, much of the book’s teaching is directly related to prediction. The prophet claims that reliance upon Assyria for protection from Syria and Israel is misguided not merely because it is a repudiation of trust in God but because the prophet knows the future and knows that such reliance is unnecessary (7:8–9). He goes on to predict that reliance on Assyria will result in an Assyrian onslaught (8:4–8).¹¹ While it might be argued that no special revelation was necessary in order to recognize that likelihood, it certainly did take special revelation to predict that the Lord would bring about Assyria’s downfall (10:16–19, 33–34).

		

		But of much deeper import here are the predictions relating to the messianic child. The whole validity of Isaiah’s calls to trust God depends upon the validity of his predictions concerning that child. If those predictions are only literary window dressing, then trust in the God that Isaiah proclaims is quite foolish. If those predictions either have not been realized or are not in some definite sense realizable, the prophet’s appeal to his own people and to all his later readers is foolish.

		

		By the same token the oracles against the nations are so structured as to be specific claims that Zion’s God does know and does exercise control over the future (14:26–27). Shall we say that Babylon (chs. 13–14) is put first in the series only by later zealots who sought to prove in a tangible way that Isaiah knew what he was talking about, or shall we grant that he himself knew the evidence? To take the former tack is to grant that Isaiah had no evidence to give and that these later followers have completely altered the thrust of his preaching.

		

		So it goes throughout the book. Isaiah denounces trust in Egypt because he knows Egypt will not help her clients; he counsels defiance against Sennacherib because he knows God will honor Hezekiah’s repentance; he excoriates Hezekiah’s courting of Babylon because he knows Babylon is the ultimate enemy; etc. But even more in the second half of the book the whole message is made to appear to be tied to prediction. God’s superiority over the idols is not merely that he alone is the Creator (43:1; 44:1, 24, 45:18–19) but that he has foretold the Exile in Babylon (41:22; 42:9; 43:9; 44:7). If it is in fact not true, then once more the argument falls to the ground and the lofty theology becomes highly dubious.¹² Furthermore, it is the prediction of deliverance through the Lord’s servant Cyrus that is made the proof of Israel’s chosenness. If this is an after-the-fact realization, what purpose is served by attempting to make it appear a prediction? Beyond this, it hardly needs to be said that ch. 53 is couched as a prediction of the means whereby Israel’s sin may be covered and Israel may indeed become the servant of God.

		

		Numerous other examples of this characteristic of the book could be cited. However, these are enough to illustrate the point that at least in Isaiah theology and prediction are inextricably intertwined. If specific prediction is denied to the prophet (or prophets), then their theology is groundless.

		

		C. THE SERVANT OF THE LORD

		

		It is well known that “the Servant of the Lord” is a dominant, recurring theme in chs. 40–55. In one way or another this concept appears some twenty times in these chapters.¹³ It has been of special interest because of the Christian Church’s identification of Jesus as this Servant in ch. 53 (a tradition as old as Philip’s exposition to the Ethiopian eunuch as recorded in Acts 8:30–35).¹⁴ This has created a problem for some Christian interpreters because most of the references specifically identify the Servant as Israel or Jacob. An earlier method of handling such statements was to say that the intended referent was the “new” Israel, that is, the Church, the Bride of Christ.¹⁵ This is certainly not indicated in the text, however, and sober commentators at least as far back as Calvin have dismissed the idea.¹⁶ Concurrent with the rise of higher criticism the pendulum began to swing in the other direction with an argument that in fact the Servant was merely a personification of the nation, as “Church” is a personification of the totality of Christians.¹⁷ This view attained prominence in the latter half of the nineteenth century and has regained some currency at the present time. Along the way some have accepted the individual references but argued that it was a historical figure, perhaps even II Isaiah himself, who regarded himself as the “Suffering Servant.”¹⁸

		

		As Christopher North notes in what is still perhaps the most useful study of the problem, the positions can be resolved into four groups: the historical individual, the mythological, the messianic, and the collective.¹⁹ As North shows, and as H. H. Rowley agrees,²⁰ the first two positions have fatal flaws. The first fails for a number of reasons but chiefly because the data are too ambiguous to identify who the individual was, whether the prophet or someone else. The great number of suggestions that scholars have put forward, most of which have only their original proponent in support, attest to this ambiguity.

		

		The mythological interpretation fails simply because, despite sometimes strenuous efforts to the contrary, it still remains plain that the OT writers never made use of ancient Near Eastern myth as their neighbors did. They would use it as a foil for their own theology or they would make allusions to it, but they never used it in the thoroughgoing way which the creation of a mythological “Servant figure” would presuppose.

		

		For North only the messianic interpretation remains, because he restricts his study to the so-called Servant Songs (42:1–4; 49:1–6; 50:4–9; 52:13–53:12), where the nation Israel is not identified as the Servant and where the Servant is in fact said to have a mission of redeeming his people (49:5–6; 53:5, 11). To be sure, North is unwilling to recognize a specific prediction of Jesus of Nazareth, but he is willing to grant that the prophet sees by revelation the outlines of a figure whom we now know was Jesus.

		

		Certainly the data seem to bear out this position. While it is not impossible to conceive of the nation as a whole suffering because of, and for the sake of, the world, it is impossible to think of it suffering to redeem itself. Yet, it is precisely said that this Servant will restore Jacob (49:5) and will suffer for the transgressions of “my people” (53:8). Furthermore, the whole thrust of chs. 49–52 is in increasing anticipation of the salvation of Israel. Then chs. 54 and 55 ring with the triumph of salvation realized. What has come between? Ch. 53. Are we to believe that the nation has suffered for its own redemption? Hardly. The whole thrust of that chapter is that the Servant has suffered for others and not for himself. Thus North’s position seems to be eminently reasonable.

		

		H. H. Rowley professes himself to agree with the main lines of this argument as well. He too believes that the Servant passages point ultimately to an individual who was yet in the future from the prophet’s perspective.²¹ He does not like North’s term “messianic” for such a view because he does not believe that the prophet identified his Suffering Servant with the Davidic Messiah of the earlier parts of the book of Isaiah (chs. 9, 11, 32, 33, etc.).²² However, he sees no essential conflict between himself and North.

		

		But Rowley does make an additional observation that is not without significance. Where North sees something of a straight-line progression from the collective to the individual in Isaiah’s total treatment of servanthood,²³ Rowley sees a great fluidity in moving back and forth between the collective and the individual. This perspective seems to accord best with the data. The straight-line point of view would seem to suggest that the prophet slowly abandoned the idea that the people could ever become God’s servants and replaced this with the idea of an individual servant who would be what the people would not or could not be. But careful study of chs. 40–55 indicates that this is not the case. Instead of abandoning the idea of the people’s becoming true servants, he rather asks, and answers, the question of how they can become such servants. How can the broken, sinful Israel ever be the servants of God as he has promised? The answer is “the Servant.” Because he will be what they could not, and indeed will be that for all people, they can become what God has promised: his servants who can reveal his redeeming light. Thus chs. 54 and 55 depict a nation which, through the ministry of the Servant, have become the servants of God (54:17), redeemed and clean (54:8), a witness to God’s glory and a light to the nations (55:4–5).²⁴ Thus perhaps a better figure for the total Servant-concept in Isaiah is that of a circle where the movement is from the circumference to the center and back again. God continues to call his people to be his servants in order that the world may know him as he is. But that is only possible because the Servant has redeemed us and thereby made us the evidence of God’s true nature. Thus the answer to the question of the Servant’s identity is a resounding “both-and.” On the one hand, the Servant is the people of God. But on the other hand, the Servant is the One who incarnates servanthood and Godhood, who shows us the nature of servanthood and in so doing enables us to become that servant.

		

		D. FUNCTION IN THE CANON

		

		Without doubt the book of Isaiah is the most holistic of the biblical books. In its present form it encompasses the sweep of biblical theology better than any other single book in the canon. As we have noted, it is a matter of disagreement as to why it does so. The prevailing critical opinion is that the book is the result of a long process of development that covered the critical period of the growth of biblical thought from the destruction of Samaria through the appearance of normative Judaism in the intertestamental period.

		

		Others, with whom I identify, would argue that such a long period of development cannot explain the book’s unity, but that its holistic view is the result of divine revelation given at a critical turning point in Israelite history, which revelation shaped Israelite religion over the succeeding centuries rather than merely reflecting that religion as it unfolded.

		

		But whatever one’s view on these issues, the fact remains that the book does indeed encompass both “OT” religion and “NT” religion. Thus it depicts a God of majesty and power whose decrees are absolute and whose judgments are inescapable. At the same time it shows us that this glorious God delivers his people out of free grace alone. Nor are these separate Gods; he is One in his judgments and in his grace. One of the disservices that the modern theory of multiple authorship has done for the Church is to make it possible to divide off the “judgmental” I Isaiah from the “gracious” II Isaiah. Whatever one’s opinion of this theory, to do this is a rejection of the whole meaning of the present form of the book. Even if it is the work of multiple authors, it is clear that those authors intended their works to be read as one. They, if they existed, did not mean to separate the God to whom all the world is accountable—the Great and the Terrible—from the God who carried every living being written on his hands—the Slow to Anger and the Infinitely Compassionate. To bifurcate these two in Isaiah is to destroy the book’s function in the canon.

		

		That function is to be the bridge between the Already and the Not Yet. It prepared God’s people to understand that the Messiah who would come was not a contradiction of the Law and the Prophets, but was indeed the fulfillment of them. He did not destroy the Law; rather he was the means offered by God himself for the realization of that Law. Like the rest of the OT, the earlier chapters of Isaiah have sprinkled through them glimpses of God’s grace, and, like the NT, the later chapters do not let us forget that God’s grace does not supersede his justice but exists to fulfill it. So too, the book’s Messiah is both glorious and gentle, destroyer and deliverer.

		

		Thus only a holistic interpretation of Isaiah will permit it to have its correct function in the canon. Clearly its author or authors felt that the various parts were not in contradiction to each other. In fact, the multiple-authorship theory must hold that editors have consciously taken portions of later material and have inserted them in the midst of earlier portions (e.g., chs. 24–27). Why else would they do this except to try to make the readers consider the theology as one? Of course, if all this points to a single author, the case for the holism of the book is only strengthened.

		

		Surely this is why the NT, especially Jesus, makes such extensive use of Isaiah. Here was the bridge between the particular truths committed to that era and those of another era. Isaiah provided the means for Christ and his followers to demonstrate that what God was saying to them was not a denial of what had come before but was indeed only the logical extension and development of that precursor. Isaiah showed that Christianity was not a Jewish heresy but was in fact part and parcel of biblical religion. If the book is read in its wholeness today it will continue to unite the two Testaments as no other book can.

		

	
		

		
			X. ANALYSIS OF CONTENTS
		

		

		In general there is not much disagreement about the main sections of the book of Isaiah. They are: chs. 1–5 (6), 7–12, 13–23, 24–27, 28–35, 36–39, 40–48, 49–55, 56–59, 60–66. While there is some difference of opinion about these, the distinctions tend to be clear enough to make the conclusions obvious. However, it is not merely the extent of the sections that is before us here, but more importantly the relationships among those sections. It is especially incumbent upon us to show these relationships in view of the foregoing pleas for a holistic interpretation.

		

		It is my conviction that the overarching theme of the book of Isaiah is servanthood. Of course this point of view is explicit in chs. 40–55, but I am convinced that it is implicit in all the others and forms the thread which binds the book together. God has called all people, but particularly his own people, to lay down their self-exaltation and be dependent upon him, to become evidence of his character and deliverance in order that the whole world might know him as he is and thus be delivered from their own destruction.

		

		In this light chs. 1–5 form an introduction to the book as a whole. The inclusiveness of the themes in these chapters suggests that they were very consciously written as an introduction. Here we see the problem: proud, arrogant, sinful Israel is anything but the servant of God. Nevertheless, Israel is declared as the means through whom God’s light and blessing will come to the world. In the words of chs. 40–48, Israel is to be his witness. But this poses a nearly unanswerable question: How can this Israel become that Israel? The rest of the book functions as an answer to that question. In short, the answer is God, God who has the power (chs. 7–39) and the grace (chs. 40–66) to make the impossible possible.¹

		

		The perceptive reader will no doubt have noticed that ch. 6 is missing from the above statement. In a real (though brief) way this chapter answers the question posed by chs. 1–5, while the rest of the book answers it in a more involved way. How can this Israel become that Israel? When they, like Isaiah, have recognized not only their complete helplessness to do anything about that condition, when they have received his grace as a wholly unmerited act, then they will be in a position to hear his call to bear his message, then they will be able to respond with an obedience which will leave the outcome in his hands. In many ways the rest of the book is a fleshing out of the themes of ch. 6. Chs. 7–39 express the majesty of God and yet the people’s sinfulness (cf. 6:1–5). Chs. 40–55 tell of God’s willingness and ability to deliver his people (cf. 6:6–8). Chs. 56–66 deal with the realities, sometimes harsh, of trying to be God’s light in an unreceptive environment (cf. 6:9–13).²

		

		A more detailed analysis of chs. 7–39 shows a recurrence of the theme of trust. In the unfolding of that theme a dominant relationship is one of contrast. Shall Israel/Judah trust the great nations of humanity or shall they trust in God? This issue is especially apparent in the two historical segments that begin and end the division (chs. 7–12 and chs. 36–39). Chs. 36–39 are frequently seen as a somewhat unfortunate addendum to chs. 1–35 that have been copied out of Kings by someone who thought that the book of Isaiah ought to contain these stories of Isaiah. However, a more holistic study demonstrates that chs. 36–39 are remarkably similar to chs. 7–12 (two Judean kings facing terrible odds, the challenge coming at the same spot: the conduit of the upper pool on the highway to the Fuller’s Field, 7:3 and 36:2; the one trusting human might and power, the other trusting God, although not completely).

		

		In fact, then, this section examines the basic prerequisite for the stance of servanthood: an abandoning of oneself to complete trust in God. Ahaz believed that God was not trustworthy. He believed that Assyria was more able to help him against Israel and Syria than God was. Isaiah responded that this stance would bring Assyria upon Judah as destroyer. Nonetheless, God would prove his trustworthiness by delivering Judah and by giving a king who would rule over the nation not in arrogance but in compassion.

		

		After chs. 7–12, chs. 13–35 function to substantiate the claims made there. Is God trustworthy? Can he deliver his people from the nations? Is his glory greater than that of any human nation? Is it foolish to look to the nations for help when God is near at hand? The answer to all these is a resounding yes. Chs. 13–23 are a series of pronouncements against the nations. Chs. 11 and 12 spoke in a general way about God’s sovereignty. Now the nations are taken one by one, from Babylon in the east (chs. 13, 14) to Tyre in the west (ch. 23), and each one is shown to be under God’s judgment.

		

		Chapters 24–27 turn away from the previous particularity to a more general statement that God is not merely a reactor on the stage of history, as chs. 13–23 might suggest, but is indeed the sovereign actor. Upon him one’s mind may be fixed and one can dwell in security (26:3–6). He will deliver his people (27:12–13).

		

		Not only have the Judeans succumbed to trusting the nations (instead of trusting God and becoming a light to the nations), but they have also looked to human leadership to save them from their troubles. Chs. 28–33 in particular address this problem, showing the folly into which these human leaders have led them (including the trusting of one more of the nations—Egypt, 30:1–7; 31:1–5). Instead of these foolish leaders, the promise is held out once more of a king who will rule in righteousness and peace (32:1–8; 33:17–22).

		

		The teachings of chs. 13–33 are summed up and brought to a powerful conclusion in chs. 34 and 35. In a striking contrast the results of misplaced and correctly placed trust are detailed. To trust in this world is to reduce oneself and the world to desolation (ch. 34). On the other hand, to trust God is to place oneself in a garden of abundance, blessing, and holiness (ch. 35). Looking back over chs. 7–35 one gets the impression of looking at a programmed learning experience. Ahaz was given a test (a pre-test, if we keep the analogy intact). His choice was whether to trust God or Assyria. Unfortunately, he chose the wrong answer. Chs. 13–35 function as the didactic material giving instruction in support of the correct answer—God is to be trusted.

		

		Chapters 36–39, then, are the post-test. Once again a Judean king is put in a position where he must trust God. Has he learned the lessons? Or will he too follow in his father’s footsteps? The answer is that he will trust. As he does God demonstrates in a decisive way that he can be trusted. Indeed, there is a solid basis for Israel’s accepting the position of servanthood: God is trustworthy.

		

		Although the segment answers some questions, it raises others. Is not Hezekiah the promised Messiah, the “Child” of chs. 7–9? Furthermore, what if trust is only for a single occasion and not a pattern of life, as it was not for the Judeans? The answer to the former question is an obvious no. Not only is Hezekiah most certainly mortal (despite God’s grace of added years, ch. 38), but he is also very fallible and parades his wealth before the Babylonians rather than giving praise to the God who has extended his life (ch. 39). Thus Hezekiah is clearly not the Messiah. We will have to look beyond this segment for a further elucidation of that person’s identity.

		

		The second question is more complex, for it raises again the issue of servanthood. In order for Israel to become God’s servant is it enough to know that God is sovereign and can be a source of blessing to his people? Clearly not, for Hezekiah and his people have not become God’s servants, a light to the nations, simply because they have seen God’s power and his faithfulness. In fact, they are still prone to sell themselves to the highest bidder among the nations. Evidently, realization of servanthood demands something more than merely a one-time recognition of God’s power. A glance back to ch. 6 helps at this point. There we see that neither a realization of God’s glory nor even an experience of deliverance is an end in itself. Rather, we realize these in order that we may allow him to cleanse us and make us a light to the nations.

		

		Thus chs. 36–39 effectively answer the first question of the potential servant—yes, God is great enough and faithful enough to be trusted—but they then move us forward to the next question: What about my sinfulness and my fallibility? Am I worth anything as a servant; would God even care to use me? Or am I, like Isaiah, simply undone by the uncrossable gap between the tinsel of human glory and the terrifying blaze of God’s glory? Thus the chapters form a pivotal point between the revelation of God’s glory and the revelation of his grace, both its need and its availability. Of course, they also form a historical pivot. Up to this point the Judeans had been assuming that the Assyrians were the great threat to their existence as a nation. Here, by inspiration, the prophet shows that the real threat, not only as a nation but also as the representative of a way of life, is Babylon.

		

		The latter part of the book of Isaiah answers three remaining questions of servanthood: What will motivate us to serve God (chs. 40–48)? What means will make it possible for us to serve, even if we wish to (chs. 49–55)? What are the marks of the servant’s life in an imperfect world (chs. 56–66)? As noted above, the shift in emphasis is possible not merely because of a change in historical provenance (a time when the Judeans are in captivity and then when they have been restored—some 140 and 200 years in the future from Isaiah’s perspective), but also because of the theological development of the book. The grace of God must follow the glory and the justice of God if the grand theological design revealed to Isaiah at his call was to be unfolded to the world.

		

		Chapters 40–55 put a whole new face on things. The Judah once reveling in her special hold on God has now been decimated by the victorious Babylonian armies; the temple of God has been destroyed, and the cream of Judah’s civilization has been carried off into exile in southern Mesopotamia. Yes, God may have shown himself victor over Assyria, but what now? Has he not been defeated? Defeated by the Babylonian gods, but perhaps even more by our sin? Has the vision of servanthood, of being a light to the nations instead of a lackey to the nations, disappeared? Isaiah’s answer is that the new circumstances will not have made the “old truth uncouth.”³ They will in fact only bear out what has been said before. What a comfort it must have been to Judeans in the captivity to realize that words which they may have read many times before without understanding were in fact written for their time and were written to prove that God would not be defeated either by sin or by Babylon.

		

		Chapters 40–49 emphasize two points: (1) there is no contest between the Lord and the idols; (2) no matter what may have happened Israel is chosen and precious in God’s sight. Ultimately, in fact, Israel will be the evidence of God’s superiority over the Babylonian gods. What a tremendous motivation to service. Not only has God not cast them off, but he plans to make special use of them. He will deliver them; he will use them; they are, and will be, his servants. That sense of chosenness, of having a special place, is what is necessary to bring God’s people to the place of wanting to trust him. Yes, they had known God was trustworthy, had known it for centuries. But not until they are in total desolation (as Isaiah had been—6:5) and then discover that God has not given up on them but intends to redeem them (6:6–7) will they be moved to offer themselves to him (6:8).⁴

		

		Chapters 40–48 fall into three natural divisions. Ch. 40 is an introduction which primarily focuses upon God’s will and his ability to deliver. Chs. 41–45 particularize these emphases by applying them specifically to Babylon and predicting Babylon’s fall at God’s hand through his unwitting servant Cyrus. Another way to see the relationship here is to see Babylon’s fall as the logical effect of God’s greatness and his election of Israel.

		

		Once again, however, a question is raised: Is the destruction of Babylon all that is necessary to establish Israel’s servanthood? Or does a deeper captivity prevent Israel from serving God whether she is in Babylon or her own land? In short, who will deliver Israel, or indeed, anyone who wishes to serve God, from bondage to sin? By what means may our chosenness be realized? Once more, as deliverance from physical bondage demanded the servant Cyrus, so deliverance from spiritual bondage calls for the Servant, One who will be what Israel is not, so that she may have the possibility of becoming what she is to be. Thus chs. 49–53 speak of the means of servanthood, the means whereby Israel, and the world, can experience God’s choosing of them. As noted above, the major emphasis here is upon the ideal Servant (49:1–6; 50:4–10; 52:13–53:12) while the minor emphasis is upon the nation as servant (54:17). There is also a clear change of focus after 53:12. Until 52:13 the language is plainly anticipatory, with the people crying out to God to do something that they cannot do (e.g., 51:9–11), and God responding that he will act on their behalf (e.g., 51:12–16). After 53:12 the language is that of gratitude for deliverance accomplished and the call to take advantage of what is ours for the taking. Thus it is very difficult to avoid the conclusion that however the prophet or the editors may have viewed the Suffering Servant, they did at least see him and his suffering as somehow instrumental in the completion of what deliverance means for God.

		

		In some ways chs. 56–66 are a puzzle. Ch. 55 ends on a high note of exultation over God’s deliverance from both captivity and sin. We have talked of the basis, the motive, and the means of servanthood. What more is left? Is not this segment just something tacked onto previous writings and tacked on in a rather loose way? Hardly. Once again ch. 6 gives us the clue. Why is Isaiah delivered from his uncleanness? So that he can revel in his deliverance? No, so that he can speak for God; so that he can, in fact, be God’s servant in considerably less than ideal circumstances. So it is for Israel. It is one thing to be delivered from Babylon and to recognize, however dimly, that God has in store a means of delivering from sin more effectual than bulls and goats. It is another thing altogether to live this out in the presence of the nations on the stage of history. Yet that living out, that becoming a pure vessel through whom God’s light could shine, was what deliverance was all about. This theme is what chs. 56–66 address. Particularly they stress the contrasting themes of human inability and divine ability. Chs. 56–59 place most stress upon the former while chs. 60–66 emphasize the latter more heavily. In the first segment mere legalistic righteousness is shown not to be what God has in mind for his servants (56:1–8; 58:1–14). Rather, God’s character must infuse every part of the life, manifesting itself in devotion and justice. Ultimately, as in deliverance, this is only possible through God’s power as manifested through his Spirit (57:14–21; 59:16–21).

		

		The final segment, and the climactic one of the book, continues these thoughts but presents them with reversed emphasis. Here God’s ability to glorify his people in the presence of the world is stressed. Those who once had sought their own glory (9:8–9 [Eng. 9–10], etc.), or those who had been seduced by the glory of the nations (30:1–5, etc.), may look to that day when God, the only true source of glory, will share his with human beings (60:7, 9, 13, 19; 62:2; 66:19). God will vindicate his servants in the sight of their oppressors (65:8–16). He will bring all things to fulfillment (65:17–25). Nonetheless, it is God who will do this; human might and righteousness are not sufficient (63:1–65:7). We are his servants not because we grow slowly nearer perfection; we are his servants as we make a radical renunciation of our selfish efforts and allow him greater and greater room to work through us.

		

		Perhaps better than any other single biblical book, this one reveals the name and the nature of the God who invites us to be his servants. He is holy, he is just, he is steadfast love. He is glorious, he is terrible, he dwells with the lowly and contrite. He is faithful, he is forgiving, he demands perfection. He is passionate, both in loving right and hating evil. He calls us to lay aside our independence and trust in him, for he has chosen us and redeemed us in Christ and will empower us to be like himself.
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			(2) Unto us a child is born (9:1–6 [Eng. 2–7])
		

		
			2. Measured by God’s Standards (9:7 [Eng. 8]–10:4)
		

		
			a. Ephraim’s pride (9:7–11 [Eng. 8–12])
		

		
			b. Leaders who mislead (9:12–16 [Eng. 13–17])
		

		
			c. Loss of brotherhood (9:17–20 [Eng. 18–21])
		

		
			d. Oppression of the helpless (10:1–4)
		

		
			3. Hope Despite Destruction (10:5–11:16)
		

		
			a. The destroyer destroyed (10:5–34)
		

		
			(1) Assyria, God’s tool (10:5–11)
		

		
			(2) Assyria under judgment (10:12–19)
		

		
			(3) Restoration promised (10:20–27)
		

		
			(4) Assyria leashed (10:28–34)
		

		
			b. The Shoot from Jesse (11:1–16)
		

		
			(1) The Prince of Peace (11:1–9)
		

		
			(2) The promised return (11:10–16)
		

		
			4. The Song of Trust (12:1–6)
		

		
			B. God: Master of the Nations (13:1–35:10)
		

		
			1. God’s Judgment on the Nations (13:1–23:18)
		

		
			a. Judgment on the Mesopotamian powers (13:1–14:27)
		

		
			(1) Introduction: God’s destruction of human pride (13:1–18)
		

		
			(a) Mustering God’s army (13:1–5)
		

		
			(b) The day of the Lord against the proud (13:6–18)
		

		
			(2) The destruction of Babylon (13:19–22)
		

		
			(3) Downfall of the king of Babylon (14:1–23)
		

		
			(a) Promised deliverance (14:1–4a)
		

		
			(b) The song (14:4b–21)
		

		
			(i) Peace on earth and turmoil in Sheol (14:4b–11)
		

		
			(ii) Fallen from heaven, cast out on earth (14:12–21)
		

		
			(c) The Lord’s promise (14:22–23)
		

		
			(4) The Lord’s plan for Assyria (14:24–27)
		

		
			b. Judgment upon Judah’s neighbors (14:28–17:11)
		

		
			(1) The Philistines (14:28–32)
		

		
			(2) The Moabites (15:1–16:14)
		

		
			(a) Lament (15:1–9)
		

		
			(b) Response (16:1–14)
		

		
			(i) Plea for mercy (16:1–5)
		

		
			(ii) The fall of Moab’s proud vines (16:6–12)
		

		
			(iii) Within three years (16:13–14)
		

		
			(3) Syria and Ephraim (17:1–11)
		

		
			(a) Desolate ruins (17:1–6)
		

		
			(b) They have forgotten God (17:7–11)
		

		
			c. Judgment on all nations (17:12–18:7)
		

		
			(1) Roaring, but chaff (17:12–14)
		

		
			(2) God’s message (18:1–7)
		

		
			d. Judgment on Egypt (19:1–20:6)
		

		
			(1) Egypt has nothing to offer (19:1–24)
		

		
			(a) Egypt’s might confounded (19:1–15)
		

		
			(b) Egypt will come to Judah (19:16–25)
		

		
			(2) The folly of trusting Egypt (20:1–6)
		

		
			e. Judgment on Babylon and her allies (21:1–22:25)
		

		
			(1) Babylon (21:1–10)
		

		
			(2) Dumah (21:11–12)
		

		
			(3) Arabia (21:13–17)
		

		
			(4) Jerusalem (22:1–25)
		

		
			(a) The valley of vision (22:1–14)
		

		
			(b) Shebna the steward (22:15–25)
		

		
			f. Judgment on Tyre (23:1–18)
		

		
			2. God’s Triumph over the Nations (24:1–27:13)
		

		
			a. The strong city laid waste (24:1–25:12)
		

		
			(1) The earth is crushed (24:1–23)
		

		
			(2) God’s feast (25:1–12)
		

		
			b. The Lord’s day (26:1–27:13)
		

		
			(1) Judah’s song (26:1–27:1)
		

		
			(a) Hymn of thanksgiving (26:1–6)
		

		
			(b) Psalm of dependence (26:7–19)
		

		
			(c) Oracle of salvation (26:20–27:1)
		

		
			(2) The Lord delivers Judah (27:2–13)
		

		
			(a) The Lord’s vineyard (27:2–6)
		

		
			(b) Cleansing versus destruction (27:7–11)
		

		
			(c) Return (27:12–13)
		

		
			3. The Folly of Trusting the Nations (28:1–33:24)
		

		
			a. Woe to the drunken rulers (28:1–29:24)
		

		
			(1) Ephraim (28:1–13)
		

		
			(2) Jerusalem (28:14–29:14)
		

		
			(a) Covenant with death (28:14–22)
		

		
			(b) Laws of nature (28:23–29)
		

		
			(c) The city of God (29:1–14)
		

		
			(i) Ariel (29:1–8)
		

		
			(ii) Blindness of rote religion (29:9–14)
		

		
			(3) Those who hide counsel (29:15–24)
		

		
			b. Woe to those who trust in Egypt (30:1–31:9)
		

		
			(1) Woe to the rebellious children (30:1–18)
		

		
			(a) Egypt—“Rahab-do-nothing” (30:1–7)
		

		
			(b) You would not (30:8–18)
		

		
			(2) Judah’s blessing, Assyria’s destruction (30:19–33)
		

		
			(a) Judah’s blessing (30:19–26)
		

		
			(b) Assyria’s destruction (30:27–33)
		

		
			(3) Woe to those who reject God’s help (31:1–9)
		

		
			(a) Helpless Egypt (31:1–3)
		

		
			(b) Mighty God (31:4–9)
		

		
			c. Behold the King (32:1–33:24)
		

		
			(1) True leaders (32:1–8)
		

		
			(2) Deserted or faithful (32:9–20)
		

		
			(3) The King redeems Zion (33:1–24)
		

		
			(a) Woe to the destroyer (33:1–6)
		

		
			(b) The Lord is our King (33:7–24)
		

		
			(i) Now I will arise (33:7–16)
		

		
			(ii) The King in his beauty (33:17–24)
		

		
			4. Trusting God or the Nations: Results (34:1–35:10)
		

		
			a. The desert (34:1–17)
		

		
			(1) Judgment on the nations (34:1–4)
		

		
			(2) Judgment on Edom, type of the nations (34:5–17)
		

		
			(a) Edom, a sacrifice (34:5–8)
		

		
			(b) Edom, a desolation (34:9–17)
		

		
			b. The garden (35:1–10)
		

		
			C. God or Assyria? Trust (36:1–39:8)
		

		
			1. The Assyrian Threat (36:1–37:38)
		

		
			a. The Rabshaqeh’s challenge (36:1–37:7)
		

		
			(1) The ultimatum (36:1–20)
		

		
			(2) Response to the challenge (36:21–37:7)
		

		
			b. The King’s challenge (37:8–35)
		

		
			(1) The royal letter (37:8–13)
		

		
			(2) Response to the challenge (37:14–35)
		

		
			(a) Hezekiah’s prayer (37:14–20)
		

		
			(b) Isaiah’s pronouncement (37:21–35)
		

		
			(i) Assyria ruled by the Lord (37:21–29)
		

		
			(ii) Jerusalem’s deliverance (37:30–35)
		

		
			(c) The army of Assyria destroyed (37:36–38)
		

		
			2. The Human Limits of Trust (38:1–39:8)
		

		
			a. Hezekiah’s illness (38:1–22)
		

		
			(1) Prophecy and response (38:1–8)
		

		
			(2) Hezekiah’s psalm (38:9–20)
		

		
			(3) Additional notes (38:21–22)
		

		
			b. Babylonian seduction (39:1–8)
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