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  How Many Isaiahs Were There and What Does It Matter?




  Prophetic Inspiration in Recent Evangelical Scholarship




  One of the primary threats today to a traditional understanding of biblical inspiration and inerrancy is the unrestricted employment of historical-critical tools by evangelical biblical scholars.[1] In this essay I will examine how some recent evangelical scholars have described the composition of the book of Isaiah because it vividly illustrates contemporary critical approaches and the implications that these can have for one's understanding of prophetic inspiration. It is not my purpose to mount a thorough defense of any particular theory regarding the origin of the canonical book of Isaiah. Rather, I will consider whether the scholars whose work will be examined below have undermined their theological foundation through their interpretation of Isaiah.




  The Composition of Isaiah




  The key question that emerges from the critical study of the book of Isaiah is, how many Isaiahs were there, and does the position that one takes on this issue really matter?




  View 1. According to a typical contemporary historical-critical reconstruction, there were not merely two or three Isaiahs (i.e., the pre-exilic First Isaiah, the exilic Second Isaiah and the postexilic Third Isaiah). Rather, as many as a dozen or more individuals might have had a part in producing the present canonical book.[2]




  View 2. According to the Babylonian Talmud, tractate Baba Batra, which states that "Hezekiah and his colleagues wrote Isaiah, Proverbs, the Song of Songs and Ecclesiastes," there might be no prophet Isaiah who functioned as author of the book of Isaiah.[3]




  View 3. According to the traditional interpretation of 2 Peter 1:20-21, which states that "no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet's own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit" (niv) presumably only one person stood in the divine council and then proclaimed to eighth-century Judah, "Thus says the Lord."




  The New Evangelical Perspective




  Not too many decades ago, the authorial unity of Isaiah—that is, that there was only one Isaiah—was considered an evangelical litmus test of biblical orthodoxy, as was the Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch and the pre-Maccabean origin of Daniel. Today the theory that much, if not most, of the present book of Isaiah comprises contributions by a series of later authors, disciples and editors is considered by some evangelical textbook authors to be not merely a viable but even a preferable approach. According to William LaSor, David Hubbard and Frederic Bush, "the traditional view that Isaiah wrote the entire book is held today by exceedingly few scholars."[4] They label the claim that there were four or more authors an "extreme" position, although this has, in fact, been the majority view in the academy since the publication of Bernhard Duhm's influential commentary in 1892.[5] Most scholars today ascribe to Isaiah of Jerusalem between 20 and 40 percent of the canonical book, with one leading German scholar claiming that Isaiah was responsible only for fragments of Isaiah 28—31![6]




  Raymond Dillard and Tremper Longman, although more reserved in their conclusions, apparently view the following prophetic scenario as acceptable:




  

    Isaiah 40—66 presumes an author living later in the Exile foresaw through divine inspiration what God was about to do through Cyrus, just as Isaiah foresaw through divine inspiration what God would soon do with Tiglath-Pileser III (Isa. 7). This later author saw in Isaiah's prophecies of exile and a remnant events that were transpiring in his own day, and he wrote to develop and apply Isaiah's preaching to his fellow exiles.[7]


  




  Dillard and Longman conclude that authorship questions "should not be made a theological shibboleth or test for orthodoxy."[8] That is, they should not form an evangelical boundary.




  However, if one therefore abandons the view that there was only one Isaiah, is something essential being lost? In his insightful essay "Evangelicals, Biblical Scholarship and the Politics of the Modern American Academy," Darryl G. Hart asserts that "what separates evangelical scholars from their liberal Protestant colleagues in the Society of Biblical Literature . . . is the belief that the Bible, though in the words of men, is a divine and direct revelation from the triune God of the universe."[9] Accordingly, it is evangelical scholars' doctrine of Scripture that has "prevented their assimilation into the mainline academy."[10] Ironically, however, Hart points out,
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