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Preface


THIS BOOK HAD ITS BIRTH IN 1983, when I did some research on Isaiah 6. This later became the basis for a sermon that I preached on Isaiah 6 in 1987 at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary’s chapel. In 1991, I decided to work in more depth on Isaiah 6, and this resulted in a publication: “Isaiah 6:9-13: A Retributive Taunt Against Idolatry,” Vetus Testamentum 41 (1991): 257-78. The article focused on the idea that Isaiah 6:9-13 was about idolatry, particularly a judgment on Israelite idol worshipers in contast to Isaiah’s faithfulness. The idea that I formulated for Isaiah 6 was this: what you revere you resemble, either for ruin or for restoration. I have made reference to this article in some of my subsequent publications that have discussed the use of Isaiah 6 in the New Testament, especially in Revelation. Others likewise have made positive reference to the article (which I note in chapter 2).

Then about two years ago, Joel Scandrett approached me and asked whether or not I had any book projects that I might be interested in proposing to him. I told him if I ever had the time I would like to write a book on a biblical theology of idolatry, which would take the ideas that I had found in Isaiah 6 and would try to trace how they occurred elsewhere in the Old and New Testaments. I told him then that I did not think I had the time to do this. But while working on another project, the idea again arose as important, and so I decided to put the other project on hold and go on and try to write this book on a biblical theology of idolatry.

A word about the title of the book is needed. The title We Become What We Worship is a metaphor, which is an implied simile, omitting the word like between We Become and What We Worship. The thesis of the book is not that people become the idols they worship or become the God they worship, but they become like the idols or like God. The point of ﬁguratively omitting the word like is to emphasize that the worshiper reﬂects some of the important qualities or attributes of the object of worship.

I want to make one recommendation that I believe will result in the readers’ better comprehension of the book: because some chapters contain indepth analysis of some Old Testament texts (especially chapters 2 and 3, which are foundational for the rest of the book), I recommend that the reader read through the body of each of these chapters first to get the overall flow of the argument before extensive consultation of the footnotes.

It is my hope that the biblical-theological perspective of this book will provide greater fuel to fire the church’s motivation not to become conformed to the idols that surround it in order better to fulfill its mission to the world, which is to proclaim that people need to be conformed to Christ’s image for the greater glory of God.

I am indebted beyond words to my wife, Dorinda, who has discussed the theology of idolatry with me for the past couple of years and who remains as excited as I am about the subject. She has been one of the main instruments through which I have been able to understand this topic in more depth.

I am likewise grateful to several churches that have invited me to come and give a series of sermons on this topic of idolatry. Attempting to distill the material for the church community has been essential in helping me to understand it even better. In addition, being able to teach the subject at Wheaton College Graduate School has been an enormous benefit, especially with respect to student questions that have sharpened my perspectives.

I also want to offer appreciation to my students Ben Gladd and Stefanos Mihalios, who helped do research in connection with this book. I am above all indebted to my teaching assistants, Mitch Kim and Mike Daling, who read and reread, double-checked, and helped to edit the manuscript of this book, as well as composing some of the indexes. They were tireless in their work and were always willing to help. Thank you, Mitch and Mike—your contribution to this book was invaluable.

Above all, I am thankful to God for enabling me to conceive the idea for this book and for giving me the energy and discipline to write it. It is my prayer that God’s glory will more greatly be manifested as a result of the reading of this book.

A few comments about some stylistic aspects of the book are in order. English translations follow the New American Standard Bible unless otherwise indicated or, when different, it represents my own translation. With respect to all translations of ancient works, when the translation differs from the standard editions usually referred to, then it is my translation or someone else’s (in the latter case I indicate whom).

References to the Greek New Testament are from the NA27. In making references to the Septuagint, I refer to the Greek text of The Septuagint Version of the Old Testament and Apocrypha with an English Translation (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1972), which is dependent on Codex B, published by special arrangement with Samuel Bagster and Sons, London. This will enable those not knowing Greek to be able to follow the Septuagint in a readily available English edition.

My references to the Dead Sea Scrolls come primarily from the new edition of F. G. Martinez, The Dead Sea Scrolls Translated (Leiden/Boston/Köln: Brill, 1994), and sometimes reference is made to The Dead Sea Scrolls Study Edition, ed. F. Garcia Martinez and Eibert J. C. Tigchelaar, 2 vols (Leiden/Boston/Köln: Brill, 2000). In addition, other translations of DSS were consulted and, sometimes, preferred in quotations, though at other times variations from Martinez are due to the author’s own translation.

The primary sources of various Jewish works were ordinarily referred to, and sometimes quoted, in the following English editions: The Babylonian Talmud, ed. I. Epstein (London: Soncino, 1948); The Talmud of the Land of Israel: A Preliminary Translation and Explanation (the Jerusalem Talmud), vols. 1-35, ed. J. Neusner (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982-); Mekilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, vols. 1-3, trans. and ed. J. Z. Lauterbach (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1976); The Midrash on Proverbs, trans. Burton L. Visotzky, Yale Judaica Series 27 (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1992); The Midrash on Psalms, trans. and ed. W. G. Braude, Yale Judaica Series 13:1-2 (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1976); Midrash Rabbah, vols. I-X, ed. H. Freedman and M. Simon (London: Soncino, 1961); Midrash Sifre on Numbers, in Translations of Early Documents, Series III, Rabbinic Texts, trans. and ed. P. P. Levertoff (London: Golub, 1926); Midrash Tanhuma vols. 1-2, trans and ed. J. T. Townsend (Hoboken, N.J.: KTAV, 1989); Midrash Tanhuma-Yelammedenu. An English Translation of Genesis and Exodus from the Printed Version of Tanhuma-Yelammedenu with an Introduction, Notes, and Indexes, trans. Samuel A. Berman (Hoboken, N.J.: KTAV, 1996); The Minor Tractates of the Talmud, vols. 1-2, ed. A. Cohen (London: Soncino, 1965); The Mishnah, trans. and ed. H. Danby (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980); The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, vols. 1-2, ed. J. H. Charlesworth (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1983) (though sometimes reference was made to the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament, vol. 2 [Pseudepigrapha], ed. R. H. Charles [Oxford: Clarendon, 1977]); The Pesikta de-rab Kahana, trans. and ed. W. G. Braude and I. J. Kapstein (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1975); Pesikta Rabbati, trans. and ed. W. G. Braude, Yale Judaica Series 18:1-2 (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1968); Pirke de Rabbi Eliezer, trans. and ed. G. Friedlander (New York: Hermon, 1916); Sifre: A Tannaitic Commentary on the Book of Deuteronomy, trans. and ed. R. Hammer, Yale Judaica Series 24 (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1986); Tanna debe Eliyyahu, trans. and ed. W. G. Braude and I. J. Kapstein (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1981); The Targums of Onkelos and Jonathan Ben Uzziel on the Pentateuch, with the Fragments of the Jerusalem Targum from the Chaldee, on Genesis and Exodus, trans. and ed. J. W. Etheridge (New York: KTAV, 1968); the available volumes published in The Aramaic Bible: The Targums, ed. M. McNamara (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical, 1987).

References to ancient Greek works, especially those of Philo and Josephus (including English translations), are from the Loeb Classical Library. References and some English translations of the apostolic fathers come from The Apostolic Fathers, translated by J. B. Lightfoot and J. R. Harmer, and edited by M. W. Holmes (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992).

G. K. Beale
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  Introduction

  
    WHEN MY TWO DAUGHTERS, HANNAH AND NANCY, were about two or three years old, I noticed how they imitated and reflected my wife and me. They cooked, fed and disciplined their play animals and dolls just the way my wife cooked, fed and disciplined them. They gave play medicine to their dolls just the way we fed them medicine. Our daughters also prayed with their stuffed animals and dolls the way we prayed with them. They talked on their toy telephone with the same kind of Texas accent that my wife uses when she talks on the phone. It was amazing. Most people, I am sure, have seen this with children. But children only begin what we continue to do as adults. We imitate. We reflect, sometimes consciously, sometimes unconsciously.

    Most people can think back to junior high, high school or even college when they were in a group and to one degree or another, whether consciously or unconsciously, they reflected and resembled that peer group. Members of the group may have worn polo shirts with a certain logo, and a newcomer needed to have the same shirt in order to feel a part of the group. Others may have been in a group that was very athletic, and so to be accepted in the group the new kid had to pursue athletics. And still others, unfortunately, ran with a crowd in which they felt they had to use drugs or participate in other harmful activities. All of us, even adults, reflect what we are around. We reflect things in our culture and our society, sometimes consciously and sometimes subtly and unconsciously.

    These contemporary examples follow a very ancient pattern that has its roots in the beginning of history. In Genesis 1 God created humans to be imaging beings who reflect his glory. What did God’s people in the Old Testament, Israel, reflect, whether consciously or unconsciously? We will see what they resembled in their sinful disobedience. As we see what they reflected, we should ask ourselves whether we reflect anything similar in our culture today.

    What do you and I reflect? One presupposition of this book is that God has made humans to reflect him, but if they do not commit themselves to him, they will not reflect him but something else in creation. At the core of our beings we are imaging creatures. It is not possible to be neutral on this issue: we either reflect the Creator or something in creation.

    This book is not intended to be a comprehensive book on idolatry in the Bible but primarily an attempt to trace one particular aspect of idolatry as it is sometimes developed in Scripture. We will focus specifically on idol worshipers being identified with the idols around them. A number of the biblical passages that we will study express the idea that instead of worshiping and resembling the true God, idolaters resemble the idols they worship. These worshipers became as spiritually void and lifeless as the idols they committed themselves to. We will see that people are judged as their idols are; ironically, people are punished by means of their own sin: “Do you like idols? Then you will be punished along with them.” It is difficult to distinguish between being punished like the idol and becoming identified with the character of the idol. Sometimes the idolater may not be viewed as reflecting the character of the idol but only suffering the same fate (e.g., being burned in destruction). At times it seems both are true.

    Conversely, we will also discover how people are restored to the true worship of God and reflecting his likeness. Therefore, the main thesis of this book is: What people revere, they resemble, either for ruin or restoration. This then is a biblical-theological study of this one aspect of idolatry. Rather than attempting to observe threads of this theme throughout the Bible, we will proceed primarily by tracing the development of earlier biblical passages dealing with this theme and how later portions of Scripture interpret and develop these passages (what is today referred to as “intertextuality” or “inner-biblical allusion”). After setting forth these developments, a concluding chapter will address a sampling of contemporary concerns and applications of the study.

    
      
WHAT IS IDOLATRY?

      Before launching into our study, I need to define idolatry. Martin Luther’s larger catechism discussion of the first commandment (“You shall have no other gods before Me” [Ex 20:3]) included “whatever your heart clings to and relies upon, that is your God; trust and faith of the heart alone make both God and idol.”1 I might add here, “whatever your heart clings to or relies on for ultimate security.” “The idol is whatever claims the loyalty that belongs to God alone.”2 These are good and basic definitions of idolatry. The word idolatry can refer to the worship of other gods besides the true God, or the reverence of images. According to both the ancient Near East and the Old Testament, an idol or image contained a god’s presence, though that presence was not limited to the image.3 The ultimate biblical assessment about the purported divine reality behind idols is well summarized by Christopher Wright:

      
        Although gods and idols are something in the world, they are nothing in comparison to the living God . . .

        [W]hile gods and idols may be implements of or gateways to the world of the demonic, the overwhelming verdict of Scripture is that they are the work of human hands, constructs of our own fallen and rebellious imagination . . .

        [T]he primal problem with idolatry is that it blurs the distinction between the Creator God and the creation. This both damages creation (including ourselves) and diminishes the glory of the Creator.

        Since God’s mission is to restore creation to its full original purpose of bringing all glory to God himself and thereby to enable all creation to enjoy the fullness of blessings that he desires for it, God battles against all forms of idolatry and calls us to join him in that conflict . . .

        [W]e need to understand the whole breadth of the Bible’s exposure of the deleterious effects of idolatry in order to appreciate its seriousness and the reason for the Bible’s passionate rhetoric about it.4

      

      This book will explore what Wright summarizes as the idolatrous “damages” to creation, especially humans as the crown of creation, and what he calls “the deleterious effects of idolatry” on humans, which is underscored by the “Bible’s passionate rhetoric about it.”

      Discussions about the nature of idolatry often include the first two of the ten commandments in Exodus 20.

      
        3You shall have no other gods before Me.

        4You shall not make for yourself an idol, or any likeness of what is in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the water under the earth.

        5You shall not worship them or serve them; for I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children, on the third and the fourth generations of those who hate Me, 6but showing loving-kindness to thousands, to those who love Me and keep My commandments. (Ex 20:3-6)

      

      Though some commentators have seen the two commandments as separate, others have understood them as one.5 Whichever is the case, it seems plausible that the first commandment is to be interpreted by the second, so that to “have no other gods” before Israel’s God meant that one was not to make “an idol, or any likeness” of anything in the created world that was worshiped because it was believed that the divine presence was to be contained in that image. Even making an image in which the God of Israel was believed to be present (as likely in Ex 32:1-9) was forbidden for the following reasons: (1) God had not revealed himself in any form to Israel, and to portray him to any degree in the form of any part of the creation is to misrepresent him and thus to commit idolatry (Deut 4:12-16, 23-25). Accordingly, God’s “self-disclosure came through a revelation in words, and the Sinai experience constituted a paradigm of God’s self-disclosure to Israel; thus, images were prohibited.”6 (2) Images of God were also not allowed in order to maintain a continuing consciousness among God’s people that there is a distinction between the Creator and the finite creation, which “cannot even remotely accord with the absolute, transcendental character of the God of Israel.”7 (3) Images were also prohibited to maintain a continuing consciousness among the Israelites that their God is different from and incomparable to the pagan gods (Is 40:18-26),8 whose presence could be transferred to particular images in the form of created things, whereas God’s presence could never be localized or captured in this manner. To deny that even part of the true God’s presence can be possessed in a created object is to cause Israel to remember that every part of creation is the possession of God (“for all the earth is Mine” [Ex 19:5]) in contrast to the deities of the nations whose dominion is localized and only over the nation that worships them.9 “God is spirit, and those who worship Him must worship in [the] spirit and truth” (Jn 4:24).10 To worship an image of any part of the creation is to take away from the incomparable glory of God: “I am the LORD, that is My name; / I will not give My glory to another, / nor My praise to graven images” (Is 42:8). God is “ jealous” (i.e., intolerant of disloyalty) when people give glory to anything other than himself because he is truly the only being in the universe who deserves glory.

      (cf. Ex 20:5; 34:14; Deut 4:24; 5:9; 32:16, 21)

      In expounding on the second commandment, Calvin asserts that representing God by images of his creation is forbidden because as soon as people, who are so bound by physical surroundings, imagine a created image in connection to the deity, they are distracted from God’s true spiritual being, and to some degree the deity is conceived of in some corporeal way.11 It is all the more important not to make created images of God since such “idolatrous deceits besiege us on every side, [so that] we shall in the vanity of our nature be liable” to turn aside to substitutions for the true worship of God.12 “Since God has prescribed to us how He would be worshipped by us [i.e., apart from any images whatsoever], whenever we turn away in the very smallest degree from this rule, we make to ourselves other gods, and degrade Him from His right place.”13 Such divinely prescribed worship is the difference “between true religion and false superstitions.”14 Thus, though I have offered reasons behind the prohibition of images, Calvin rightly would say that God’s prescription of imageless worship is justification alone for such worship.

      While it is true that there are appearances of God in human form, whether in heavenly visions or otherwise, it is generally acknowledged that these appear to be legitimate exceptions to the rule, especially since these are living appearances sovereignly initiated by God himself and not lifeless images made by humans in the form of parts of the creation. There is also general consensus that the second commandment did not prohibit the making of images in an artistic way to depict the parts of the creation, as long as these representations were not thought to represent God. While there is a distinction between an attempt to worship images of the true God and worshiping pagan gods (with or without images) and worshiping their images, the term idolatry in this study will refer to all of these, in line with our analysis of the first and second commandments, especially since biblical authors do not normally distinguish between them but consider both to be equally abominable.15

    

    
    
      OTHER LITERATURE ON IDOLATRY

      There are a fair amount of books and articles written directly and explicitly on idolatry, though many of these explore contemporary forms of idolatry and focus less on the notion in the Bible.16 Some of the pertinent material that has been written will be alluded to at various points throughout this book. There is, however, one book that has been published recently that is in some respects similar to the present one: Edward P. Meadors’s Idolatry and the Hardening of the Heart. Meadors relies on and develops to some degree the thesis about idolatry that have I set forth already in some articles and in my Revelation commentary, and on which this book will elaborate in more detail.17

      Consequently, there are places where he states what is my own main thesis of this book: that people become like the idols that they worship, that is, they are described as becoming like their idolatrous objects of worship are portrayed.18 For the most part, however, Meadors discusses mere examples of idol worship without attempting to give examples of the principle of becoming like what we worship and the in-depth nature of it. In reality, Meadors’s work traces a bit more the notion of “the hardening of the heart” as a part of idolatry (hence the title of his book), a specific theme I leave virtually untouched. He never gives one example of how idols are pictured as having “hard hearts.” Consequently, when he then discusses people that Scripture says have hard hearts, and he says they have become as hardened as the idols, there is no precedent that he can point to as a precise parallel. Generally speaking, I think he is on the right track, but, in fact, the reality is that there is no place in Scripture that specifically affirms that idols have hard hearts and that those who worship them become as hardened as the idols that they worship. Nevertheless, Meadors’s book does have some helpful discussions on the subject of idolatry.19

      We will look at a number of examples whereby idols are described in a certain way, and then those who worship the idols are described in precisely the same manner. I will argue that the purpose of the identical description is to indicate mockingly that the worshiper, rather than experiencing an expected life-giving blessing, has received a curse by becoming as spiritually inanimate, empty, rebellious or shameful as the idol is depicted to be. For example, when idols are portrayed with eyes and ears that cannot see or hear, their worshipers are described as having eyes and ears but not seeing or hearing. Conversely, I will also focus on how the worshipers of the true God reflect his image in blessing. All humans have been created to be reflecting beings, and they will reflect whatever they are ultimately committed to, whether the true God or some other object in the created order. Thus, to repeat the primary theme of this book, we resemble what we revere, either for ruin or restoration.

    

    
    
      A BRIEF COMMENT ON THE INTERPRETIVE APPROACH OF THIS BOOK

      Before proceeding to the topic of this book, it is important to discuss the presuppositions and hermeneutical approach that underlies the way I will interpret Scripture in this book. This discussion may be a bit in-depth for the more popular reader, but I have tried to distill one of my main approaches to interpreting Scripture to make it communicable to a wider audience. Nevertheless, I suspect that there will be moments in the remainder of this chapter that some readers will have to exercise patience in following my discussion. I believe, however, such patience will pay off by enabling readers to better understand the remainder of the book.

      An important presupposition underlying this study is the divine inspiration of the entire Bible, both Old and New Testaments. This foundational perspective means that there is unity to the Bible because it is all God’s Word. While there is certainly significant theological diversity, it is not ultimately irreconcilable diversity. Therefore, there is legitimacy in attempting to trace common themes between the Testaments. Though interpreters differ about what are the most significant unifying themes, those who affirm the ultimate divine authorship of Scripture have a common database with which to discuss and debate.20

      Another important presupposition is that the divine authorial intentions communicated through human authors are accessible to contemporary readers. Though no one can exhaustively comprehend these intentions, they can be sufficiently understood, especially for the purposes of salvation, sanctification, and the glorification of God.21

      Within this framework of assumptions, I will interpret certain key Old Testament texts and will then try to trace how these Old Testament texts are alluded to by later Old Testament and New Testament texts. The first question that may arise for some readers is whether my interpretations of these so-called key texts and of the subsequent alluding texts are correct. I will use a method that combines grammatical-historical exegesis with canonical-contextual exegesis. First, grammatical-historical exegesis attempts to derive the meaning of a passage by examining it in its own literary and historical context, paying due attention to problems of grammar and syntax, text-critical variants, word meanings, figures of speech, historical background (ancient Near Eastern, Jewish or Hellenistic) and theology. By canonical-contextual exegesis I have in mind a careful study of a passage’s literary allusions to other Scripture (whether the Old Testament in the Old Testament, Old Testament in the New Testament or allusions within an author’s own writings, such as, for example, when Paul might make connections with something in one of his earlier letters). This is typically referred to today by the term intertextuality, a topic experiencing a proliferation of published writings.22

      Intertextuality will receive much attention in this work. A number of concerns must be kept in mind when working in this area. First, the interpreter must demonstrate that a later text actually is literarily linked to an earlier text (whether, e.g., by unique wording or a unique concept or both).23 There may be some connections that I will draw that other interpreters might not draw. In fact, in this field there are scholars who are minimalists and those that are maximalists. Minimalists are leery of seeing allusive literary connections, and when they do see them, they are apprehensive of seeing much interpretive significance in them. Indeed, many New Testament scholars would not even see that the original meaning of an Old Testament text has anything to do with the New Testament use of it, even when there are formal quotations of such texts. I am a maximalist, which means that I am open to exploring more intertextual connections than others might be. Nevertheless, that does not mean that I am happy to eisegete (read into) such links, but I attempt to give a reasonable explanation for each literary connection and interpretation of that connection that I propose. All such proposed connections have degrees of possibility and probability. The connections that I will propose will be those whose validity I see to be probable. Nevertheless, not all will agree with the connections that I draw or the interpretations that I draw from these links.

      Among the important criteria for determining the validity of allusions from earlier biblical texts in later ones are: (1) the earlier text had to be easily available to the author, (2) volume (how clear is the reference verbally?24), (3) recurrence or clustering (how often does the alluding author [e.g., Isaiah or Paul] cite the earlier Old Testament reference, or how often does he refer to the same Old Testament context elsewhere?), (4) thematic coherence (how well does the Old Testament reference fit into the later author’s overall line of argument?25), (5) satisfaction (does it make sense of the author’s larger contextual argument?), (6) historical plausibility (does the historical situation allow for the possibility that the author could have intended the Old Testament reference and for the readers/hearers to have comprehended it?26), (7) history of interpretation (have other interpreters discerned the same Old Testament allusions or echoes in these later texts?). These criteria can have a cumulative effect in pointing to the probability of the presence of an Old Testament allusion.27 Ultimately, what matters most is uniqueness of a word, word combination, word order or even of theme (if the latter is especially unique). Nevertheless, it needs to be remembered that weighing the evidence for recognizing allusions is not an exact science but is a kind of art.28

      Nevertheless, readers will make different judgments on the basis of the same evidence, some categorizing a reference as probable, and others viewing the same reference as only possible or even so faint as not to merit analysis. I have tried to include for study in this book those Old Testament allusions whose validity are attested by sufficient evidence and that I consider to be probable (this includes not only references made by New Testament writers but those made by later Old Testament writers of earlier Old Testament texts). Some may still wonder, however, whether an author has intended to make a particular allusion, and they may ask, If the author really intended to convey all the meaning from an Old Testament text for which I am contending, should he not have made the explanation and the links with that text more explicit? In some of these cases I would allow for the possibility that later authors (like Paul) may have merely presupposed the Old Testament association in their mind, since they were such deep and long-experienced readers of the Old Testament Scriptures. This would not mean that there is no semantic link with the Old Testament text under discussion, but rather that the author was either unconscious of making the reference or was not necessarily intending his audience to pick up on the allusion or echo. In either case, identification of the reference and enhancement of meaning that comes from the context of the source text may well disclose the author’s underlying or implicit presuppositions, which form the basis for his explicit statements in the text.29

      If the presupposition that God ultimately has authored the canon is correct, then later parts of Scripture unpack the “thick description” of earlier parts. This may mean in some cases that secondary ideas of an Old Testament text are seen to be developed in the later alluding text. This also means that there is a reciprocal relationship between the use of earlier texts by subsequent texts (as Augustine said, in the Old Testament, the New is concealed, in the New, the Old is revealed) (Quaest. Hept. 2.73);30 Augustine’s dictum is applicable likewise to the use of the Old Testament in the Old Testament). This is a basic Reformational approach: Scripture interprets Scripture. Some scholars are dubious or even outright doubtful about this back-and-forth approach, even those who may hold to the inspiration of the Bible; many of these appear to prefer a more linear development among related texts and are leery of reading the meaning of later texts back into the earlier texts. My view is that if a later text is truly unpacking the idea of an earlier text, then the meaning developed by the later text was originally included in the “thick meaning” of the earlier text. I think both approaches have validity, though, of course, one can misuse this method (or any other) in an uncontrolled or wrong manner. Sometimes it can be virtually impossible to precisely date two OT texts that are verbally and thus intertextually linked to one another, since they may have been written around the same general time. Thus, rather than trying to speculate about how one might be later than and might develop the other text, sometimes it is better to see that both are a commentary on one another. As Brevard Childs says with respect to the clear link between Isaiah 2:1-4 and Micah 4:1-3, which are almost impossible to date exactly in terms of what book was written first, “the two [texts] are to be heard together for mutual enrichment within the larger corpus” of the canon, which has shaped them and caused them to mould one another.31 R. L. Schultz says that this assessment can be applicable to intended verbal parallels elsewhere “in the prophetic corpus or within the Hebrew Bible as a whole.”32 We will come across some cases like this in chapter 3 of our study (especially with respect to discussion of Hos 4:7, Ps 106:18, 2 Kings 17:15, and Jer 2:5, 11). Even when I disagree with higher critical datings of OT books, those with whom I disagree and yet who still hold a view of an authoritative canon may still ultimately see the two texts as mutually interpretive of one another.

      The academic guild, including many evangelical Old Testament scholars, does not typically think that reading the meaning of later texts into earlier ones is a valid hermeneutical approach. I have used this particular dual intertextual approach in an earlier work on biblical theology, The Temple and the Church’s Mission, and I offer this as an example of the kind of approach that I will be following in the present work.33 I have also been attempting to analyze the thorny issues of the Old Testament in the New Testament for years, and readers may consult some of my explorations in which I have tried to address these vexed matters.34

      In fact, together with my above-mentioned work on the temple, I am trying to forge a newer way of doing biblical theology in the English-speaking world. That is, most past attempts at doing whole-Bible biblical theologies have focused on tracing themes through various biblical books or through the Bible generally. A perennial problem with this approach is how one decides which themes are the most dominant to trace and develop. I am attempting to focus on and interpret those Old Testament texts that I see being repeatedly alluded to and quoted in subsequent Scripture, both later in the Old Testament and in the New Testament. This should provide more objectivity in deciding what to trace as key biblical-theological themes, since these are the very themes that Scripture itself textually develops.

      A particularly difficult issue in the present project is determining how much of the contextual meaning of an earlier text alluded to in a later text carries over into the later text. This is the source of much discussion and many debates in the field of intertextuality. I will typically argue that the central ideas of the earlier texts are developed in the subsequent texts, though sometimes even what may be considered secondary ideas may have an impact on the later alluding passage. At times it may be appropriate to tease out from the later text a subtle influence from the earlier text. Such teasing out is based on hints in the immediate context of the alluding verse that suggest the idea of the text alluded to may be present. We may refer to such phenomena as an earlier text’s echoes or reverberations in later texts. In this respect, a text may “allude to an earlier text in a way that evokes resonances of the earlier text beyond those explicitly cited [in the later text]. The result is that the interpretation . . . requires the reader to recover unstated or suppressed correspondences between the two texts.”35 What this means is that we “must go back and examine the wider contexts in the scriptural precursors to understand the . . . effects produced by the intertextual connections.”36 In this connection, part of the work of biblical theology is to observe the interpretive links between passages that are clearly literarily connected (such as quotations in the New Testament). In so doing, part of this task is to discern such interpretive links that are not verbally stated by the writer making the quotation or allusion.

      In this respect, a particular difference of opinion will likely arise in my understanding of how some of the Old Testament texts about idolatry (e.g., especially Isaiah 6) are used in the New Testament. Some would say that even if my view of the idolatrous meaning of Isaiah 6 is right (see chap. 2), that this is not carried over into the quotations of Isaiah 6 in the four Gospels and in Acts. I will argue that this meaning is still included and that this fits Israel’s idolatry at the time of the first century, which was not bowing down to cult images but trusting in tradition instead of God and his living Word. Even though the words idol or idolatry occur rarely in the Gospels, I believe a compelling case can be made on the conceptual level that human-made tradition was Israel’s idol. In other words, there is a biblical-theological problem in the New Testament in comparison to the Old Testament: why is the Old Testament so soaked with the explicit problem of Israel’s idolatry, but the New Testament is not so occupied with this subject? The Gospels and other New Testament books barely make reference to it overtly (though it is true that parts of Acts and Paul contain some mention of it, while Revelation has even more discussion of the topic). Shall we conclude that the problem of idolatry stopped or was not much of a problem in later Israel’s history during Jesus’ time, or was not a problem of the first-century church? This is not a satisfying solution, as I will argue later.

      Along these lines, Richard Hays touches on the problematic issue about how much a New Testament author (and I would include Old Testament authors) can develop an earlier Old Testament text and whether or not such creative developments still remain within the original conceptual contours of the Old Testament context. He speaks about “the power of texts to engender unforeseen interpretations that may transcend the original authorial intention and historical setting.”37 This is not to be seen as an argument for a radical reader-response approach (where there is lack of concern for original authorial intention) but a reading whereby one continues to see how an Old Testament text keeps imposing its original sense on the later text’s author (albeit sometimes subliminally), even as that author is creatively developing that original sense beyond what may appear to be the surface meaning of that Old Testament text.38

      Thus New Testament, or Old Testament writers before them, can build on earlier Old Testament texts that they interpret and develop creatively, though the creativity is to be seen in understanding such texts in the light of the further developments of a redemptive-historical epoch in the Old Testament, or developments in the light of the later events of Christ’s coming and work. In this respect, part of the creative development lies merely in the fact that fulfillment always fleshes out prior prophecy in a way that, to some degree, would have been unforeseen by earlier Old Testament prophets. Another way to say this is that progressive revelation always reveals things not as clearly seen earlier. Geerhardus Vos’s metaphor for this creative development between the Testaments is that Old Testament prophecies and texts are like seeds and later Old Testament and New Testament understandings of the same texts are like plants growing from the seeds and flowering; from one angle the full-bloomed plant may not look like the seed (as in botanical comparisons), but careful exegesis of both Old and New contexts can show, at least, some of the organic connections.

      This is a difficult hermeneutical notion, so perhaps one more illustration might help to explain it. Suppose I say, “Nothing pleases me so much as the Third Symphony of Beethoven and other similar kinds of music.” In response, a friend might ask, “Does it please you more than a walk during a beautiful spring day?” My friend has misunderstood me by taking me too literally. I was speaking in hyperbole, so that a walk during a beautiful spring day was not one of the things that fell under what I meant by “things that please me,” for indeed such a walk might please me just as much as Beethoven’s Third. I used “nothing” as a hyperbole to stand for “no other comparable work of musical art.” How did I know that “a walk during a beautiful spring day” was not to be included within the specific class of “things that please me”? Some overriding principle in my meaning must have determined that “a walk during a beautiful spring day” was excluded from what I meant, and that Elvis Presley’s “You Ain’t Nothing but a Hound Dog” was also not intended as a musical genre that I had in mind, along with a number of other nonclassical music compositions. This is the case because I intended to refer to a particular type of “thing that pleases me” and “willed all possible members belonging to that type”39 and excluded others not falling within the boundary of comparable classical and baroque compositions. Certainly, my conscious intention did not include all musical works which please me but only a select few, nor was there before my mind’s eye all musical pieces that do not please, but only a few. If my friend were to ask me if I would include Bach’s Mass in B Minor as works which especially please me, I would say yes, even though my conscious intention was to include explicitly only Beethoven’s Third and, implicitly, Handel’s Messiah, Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos, and Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. My friend could suggest more musical pieces that I would also include and exclude in my willed musical type, but which were neither part of my explicit statement nor even part of my implicit conscious intention.40 Such implicit meanings within my “willed type” can be called implications of the explicit verbal meaning41 or an unpacking of or development of my thickly described statement about music.

      The same interpretive dynamic that existed between my statement about music and my friend’s interpretation thereof is applicable to how later biblical writers interpret earlier ones, and it explains what I meant earlier when I said that some of these later interpretations may go beyond the original conscious authorial intention of the earlier author’s statements, thus creatively developing them but still in line with and consistent with the willed type of the earlier statement made.

      This notion of a “willed type” is instructive for understanding and analyzing the use of the Old Testament. First, when a New Testament author alludes to a particular text, it could be asked which feature of the Old Testament context does he have in mind, since it is apparent that New Testament writers have varying degrees of contextual awareness when they make reference to an Old Testament passage. In each case the New Testament writer probably has some specific feature in mind explicitly that more often than not is apparent to most readers, and perhaps implicitly he had other features consciously in mind but which are not apparent in his written expression. If we had opportunity to ask him directly after he had written what other implicit features he had in mind, he would probably acknowledge some. Even if we asked him whether or not some other contextual features of the Old Testament text could be included in his unconscious intention (or within the parameters of his willed type), he would probably acknowledge some more.42 To go beyond what is apparently his clear, explicit instance of the willed type is a matter of guesswork on the part of the interpreter, involving varying degrees of possibility and probability (indeed, sometimes it is difficult to know whether or not a New Testament writer even is conscious of some of the very Old Testament references themselves, which are apparent to commentators but could be the mere result of a mind so saturated with Old Testament language and ideas that they are unconsciously expressed).43 Such multiple meanings should not be confused with the notion of allegory or the kind of contradictory, multiple meanings for which some reader-response critics argue, but they are unpacked layers of a prior thickly described text.44

      All of this is to say that I will be making interpretive explorations like this in the study of how Old Testament texts use earlier Old Testament texts and how the New Testament uses the Old. While some of my readers may not agree with some of the subtle implications that I draw or tease out of Old Testament texts, I hope, at least, that they can appreciate the general approach that I am attempting to follow and that there is legitimate difference of opinion in these matters. Some may view that at times I am doing historical-grammatical exegesis or canonical biblical exegesis, others that I am doing eisegesis, but sometimes I am doing hyperegesis—going beyond the Old Testament authors’ conscious original intention, not violating it but transcending it by creatively developing it in the ongoing light of progressive revelation and consistently within the parameters of the willed type of the original utterance. Some of the intertextual studies in this book, however, will contend that a subtle or implicit idea discerned in an earlier Old Testament text is developed more explicitly by later Old Testament or New Testament texts. For example, this will be argued in the case of how later Scripture (Hos 4:7; Ps 106:20; Jer 2:11; Rom 1:21, 23; 1 Cor 10:7, 18-21) interprets the golden calf episode of Exodus 32.

      The genre of a “whole Bible” biblical theology project on a topic does not allow typically a thorough exegesis of every passage being addressed. Many of the texts more briefly discussed receive their validity from the cumulative evidence of the whole book. In such an undertaking where we are looking for the development of a theme we might be tempted to see too much and thus eisegete the theme into a passage where it really does not exist. Don Carson has stated this problem well, which is particularly applicable to works on biblical theology:

      
        I frequently tell my doctoral students as they embark on their research that dissertations in the broad field of the arts disciplines, including biblical and theological disciplines, can, at the risk of slight oversimplification, be divided into two camps. In the first camp, the student begins with an idea, a fresh insight, a thesis he or she would like to test against the evidence. In the second, the student has no thesis to begin with but would like to explore the evidence in a certain domain to see exactly what is going on in a group [of] texts and admits to uncertainty about what the outcome will be. The advantage of the first kind of thesis is that the work is exciting from the beginning and directed by the thesis that is being tested; the danger is that, unless the student takes extraordinary precautions and proves to be remarkably self-critical, the temptation to domesticate the evidence in order to defend the thesis becomes well-nigh irresistible. The advantage of the second kind of thesis is that it is likely to produce more even-handed results than the first, since the researcher has no axe to grind and is therefore more likely to follow the evidence wherever it leads; the danger is that there may not be much of a thesis at the end of the process, but merely a lot of well-organized data. In reality, of course, dissertation projects regularly straddle both camps in various ways.45

      

      This book definitely falls into the first camp. I have a specific thesis about idolatry and I have tried to isolate those passages in the Bible where I believe that my thesis is expressed. At times this thesis becomes a lens through which to see some passages in a way not otherwise seen. This lens may also cause me to see things in a passage that are not there. Therefore, eisegesis may happen in this book, but I have tried to be aware of this pitfall and have tried to step around such dangers in order not to domesticate the evidence. Of course, readers will have to decide whether I have been cautious enough and exercised due restraint or have fallen into the eisegetical pits. It will be at these precise points that I will be contending that I am teasing out some of the subtle layers of the thick significance of the earlier passage being alluded to or of the passage being exegeted. In a number of difficult cases I will cite some commentators who are in agreement with my proposal, while other commentators not mentioned have not argued against my proposal but have simply not mentioned the possibility of it. Therefore, I plead for appreciation of the genre within which I am writing and the approach that I am employing. Similarly, I ask that readers try to exercise a balance between a hermeneutic of love and a hermeneutic of suspicion, just as I need to exercise a similar balance between a hermeneutic of retrieval and a hermeneutic of suspicion.

      Consequently, a typical strategy of argumentation throughout this book will be to adduce several lines of evidence in favor of a particular interpretation, literary connection and its interpretive implications. Some of the evidence will be stronger than others, but when all of the relevant material is viewed as a whole, the less convincing material should become more significant than when seen by itself. Therefore, it will sometimes be true that some of the arguments in favor of an interpretation will not stand on their own but are intended to take on more persuasive power when viewed in light of the other angles of reasoning. And even when this may not be the case, the design is that the overall weight of the cumulative arguments points to the plausibility or probability of the main idea or literary connection being contended for.

      In light of this, I would categorize my biblical-theological approach to be canonical, genetic-progressive (or organically developmental), and intertextual.

      This project is perhaps a bit more difficult than my book on a biblical theology of the temple, since it deals with a more subtle theme: I am not trying to follow the broad theme of idolatry throughout the canon, but I am attempting to trace the specific notion concerning idolatry that the worshiper becomes like that which is worshiped, which has been little discussed in past works on idolatry. What makes the study also challenging is that my own area of research and teaching is in the New Testament, whereas much of this book covers the Old Testament. Nevertheless, Christian scholars should be able to work competently in both Testaments, and since I also have some training in the area of the Old Testament, I have ventured forth where many New Testament researchers fear to tread. Hopefully, my shortcomings and relative lack of experience in this area will not pose insurmountable obstacles to accomplishing this undertaking effectively.

      Perhaps a word about the intended audience of this book is appropriate. The book is primarily aimed at serious Christian readers—both people in the church who are not scholars and college or graduate theology students. However, I hope that the book will also contribute to biblical scholarship, especially the area of biblical theology. Attempting to communicate to both kinds of audiences is a tightwire act: if there is not enough argumentation in a number of areas, some scholars may be dissatisfied, but if there is too much for the scholar, the serious lay reader will be overwhelmed. So, I will try to walk that tightwire as best I can. It needs to be underscored that this book focuses on biblical interpretation and biblical theology, and much less on practical application of these truths in the modern world (this will be the subject of the last chapter). Nevertheless, I hope that the reader may glean theological principles with a view to living as a faithful Christian in an idolatrous world.

      I will now proceed to address the nature of idolatry, particularly as it relates to how the spiritual nature of the idolater takes on the spiritual nature of the idol that is revered. The subject of how God’s faithful people reflect him by worshiping him will also be addressed to an extent, though this topic will occupy an entire subsequent chapter, after the problem of idolatry has been laid out sufficiently in the following chapters.
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  A Foundational Example of Becoming

    Like What We Worship

  Isaiah 6

  
    WE ARE GOING TO ANALYZE WHAT THE ISRAELITES reflected by looking first at Isaiah 6, which contains threads that go back to the beginning of Israel’s history. The passage not only contains themes that have roots in Israel’s beginning but also that go forward into subsequent parts of the Old Testament, the New Testament and even to the last book of the Bible. Therefore, it is through the lens of this Old Testament passage that we will get a snapshot of the story of Israel’s sin, both how that story started and how it developed, not only in the Old Testament but also in the New Testament epoch. Israel’s sin was essentially idol worship. What they revered, they became like, and this likeness ruined them. In this respect Isaiah 6 is a classic passage to study. This passage will be analyzed more fully than others in subsequent chapters because it lays out the principle of this book most clearly, it is often alluded to by later Old Testament and New Testament authors, and it also alludes to earlier passages in the Old Testament. So, I ask for your patience as we follow the interpretive winding path of Isaiah 6, one of the most difficult passages in all of the Old Testament.1

    
      1In the year of King Uzziah’s death I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, lofty and exalted, with the train of His robe filling the temple.

      2Seraphim stood above Him, each having six wings: with two he covered his face, and with two he covered his feet, and with two he flew.

      3And one called out to another and said, “Holy, Holy, Holy, is the LORD of hosts, the whole earth is full of His glory.”

      4And the foundations of the thresholds trembled at the voice of him who called out, while the temple was filling with smoke.

      5Then I said, “Woe is me, for I am ruined! Because I am a man of unclean lips,

      And I live among a people of unclean lips;

      For my eyes have seen the King, the LORD of hosts.”

      6Then one of the seraphim flew to me with a burning coal in his hand, which he had taken from the altar with tongs.

      7He touched my mouth with it and said, “Behold, this has touched your lips; and your iniquity is taken away and your sin is forgiven.”

      8Then I heard the voice of the Lord, saying, “Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?” Then I said, “Here am I. Send me!”

      9And He said, “Go, and tell this people:

      ‘Keep on listening, but do not perceive;

      Keep on looking, but do not understand.’

      10“Render the hearts of this people insensitive, Their ears dull,

      And their eyes dim,

      Otherwise they might see with their eyes,

      Hear with their ears,

      Understand with their hearts, And return and be healed.”

      11Then I said, “Lord, how long?” And He answered,

      “Until cities are devastated and without inhabitant,

      Houses are without people

      And the land is utterly desolate,

      12“The LORD has removed men far away,

      And the forsaken places are many in the midst of the land.

      13“Yet there will be a tenth portion in it,

      And it will again be subject to burning,

      Like a terebinth or an oak

      Whose stump remains when it is felled.

      The holy seed is its stump.”2 (Is 6:1-13)

    

    
      THE THEOLOGICAL PROBLEM POSED BY ISAIAH 6

      This message which the prophet Isaiah was commissioned to deliver to Israel has generated much literature, partly because of its difficult theology, especially with respect to the problem of theodicy (the defense of God’s goodness). On the surface, God appears to be using the prophet’s preaching as the instrument through which he causes Israel’s unbelief. What is the basis for Yahweh’s righteousness and justice in hardening Israel through Isaiah’s message? A possible and apparently unexplored perspective could be that Isaiah 6:9-13 forms a specific part of a literary tirade against Israel’s idolatry. While this text has been understood as a pronouncement of judgment because of covenant disloyalty in general, there has been no suggestion that it may be a punishment tied specifically to the nation’s sin of idolatry. The following analysis proposes that Isaiah 6:9-13 is a pronouncement of judgment on Israel’s idolatry, which appears to serve as the essential sin representing the whole of the nation’s covenantal disobedience. After looking at Isaiah 6, the following chapters of this book will show how this idea is developed through-out the rest of the Old Testament and into the New.

      In verse 9 Isaiah is first commanded to go and give a message from God to the people. The second and third lines of verse 9 continue with a command from Isaiah to the people that they misunderstand God’s revelation. The phrases “do not perceive” and “do not understand” are part of the command.3 How could God command his people not to comprehend his word? The imperative is compounded in verse 10, where God again commands the prophet to speak to Israel in such a way that they would be “insensitive” to God’s spiritual message of salvation, so that they would not hear, see or understand spiritually in order that they would not “return” to God from their sin and “be healed.” This is strong theological medicine; some might even say it is divine poison. Commentators have been so dumbfounded by this that one has even said that Isaiah really did not have this vision. Instead, at the end of his ministry, after seeing that the majority of the nation was unrepentant and idolatrous, he became psychologically depressed and concluded that he had failed as a pastoral prophet, perhaps because he thought that he was a pathetic prophetic preacher and counselor. Consequently, facing such a psychological and spiritual crisis, he decided to blame his failure on God.4 Because God said, “It was not your fault, Isaiah, because I was going to harden them anyway,” Isaiah said to himself, “I really succeeded.” But that particular view cannot be supported by a careful interpretive analysis of the passage, and it is inconsistent with the authoritative nature of the vision and commission (portrayed as coming from God).

      But what are we to make of this difficult language? If God appeared to us and said, “When you preach your sermon or give your Bible study or lecture to your theology students or share the gospel with someone, I want you to harden the peoples’ hearts in doing so, in order that they won’t be saved but destroyed.” If God appeared to us that way, I am sure we would either seek counsel or we might keep reading the Scriptures and look for another word from the Lord. However, Isaiah did not. What is going on here? How in the world can we make sense of this passage and still believe in a good and holy God who cares for his flock? Is this how God cares for his flock? How can a holy and righteous God harden people’s hearts in order that they will not be spiritually healed but eternally destroyed? Ironically, this passage contains one of the most famous declarations of God’s holiness in all of the Bible (“Holy, Holy, Holy, is the LORD” [v. 3], which is quoted in Rev 4:8).

      To put the difficult words of verses 9-10 into better perspective, a careful study of the chapter together with relevant parallels elsewhere in Isaiah and the Old Testament is needed.

      Isaiah 6 divides into four parts: (1) in verses 1-4 God is praised for his holiness; (2) in verses 5-7, unholy Isaiah is declared to be forgiven; (3) verses 8-10 are Isaiah’s prophetic commission to deafen and blind Israel and to cause them not to understand God’s word; (4) verses 11-13 give the effects of the commission. Verse 3 affirms, “Holy, Holy, Holy is the LORD of hosts, the whole earth is full of His glory.” Because God is set apart in his attributes in a way that no one else is, he is perfect in every attribute, not only in moral purity. So, he is to be glorified and respected for the sum total of his attributes. In verses 5-7 we find that Isaiah, even though sinful, is declared to be holy by the forgiving grace of God. Isaiah says in verse 5, “I am a man of unclean lips. I live among the people of unclean lips. I have seen the holy LORD.” In verse 6 a seraph comes to Isaiah with burning coals in his hand, and in verse 7 he touches Isaiah’s mouth to symbolize that Isaiah has experienced the forgiving grace of God. Isaiah is declared holy by the God who is holy, and Isaiah’s life is to be lived to the redounding of the glory of God. He hasn’t made himself holy; God has declared him to be holy. After Isaiah is forgiven for his unholiness, God chooses him to address prophetically unholy Israel, and so he commissions him as a prophet. Isaiah is one who reveres God and, therefore, resembles God’s holiness, resulting in restoration and choice as a prophet (Is 6:5-7).

      But there is a problem. After the narration of God’s holiness being glorified and Isaiah’s life declared holy even though sinful, now in verses 8-10 we find the verdict pronounced on Israel. Notice again verse 8: “I heard the voice of the Lord saying, ‘Whom shall I send and who will go for us?’” Then Isaiah said, “Here I am, send me.” And, to paraphrase, God said, “Isaiah, go and command this people, ‘People, surely listen but don’t perceive what I am saying, keep looking but don’t understand what I am saying’” (v. 9).5 And God says to Isaiah, “Isaiah, here is the imperative to you: make the hearts of the people insensitive to my word, even while you are preaching it. Make their ears dull, their eyes dim, so they will not be saved” (v. 10).6

      What are we to make of this? As we look at this text it is certainly a verdict of guilt on Israel. But why is this so harsh? Is this a cruel lightening bolt sent by God out of the Isaianic blue? Is this just a thunderbolt sent willy-nilly: “Isaiah, I want you to make them spiritually numb through your preaching”? How can God be good and just, if that is the case? Well, we find a reason for this in Isaiah’s ministry. This is a time after many hundreds of years that Israel has sinned and sinned and sinned and sinned, and now a declaration of “guilty” is coming upon this generation. What we find here is that this is not a capricious divine act. The literary context of Isaiah 6:1-13 makes sense of these words and of the justice and holiness of God. They are being judged because of unrepented sins. But for what kind of sins are they being judged? The broader context of Isaiah and of other Old Testament books will also help us to answer this.

    

    
    
      ISAIAH 6:9-10 AS A JUDGMENT FOR IDOLATRY

      Although Isaiah 6:9-10 may not at first glance appear to be associated with idolatry, a linguistic and conceptual analysis of its surrounding context and parallel passages reveals the notion of idolatry. In other words my contention is that though the actual word idol, or idolatry, does not occur in Isaiah 6:9-13, the concept is there. This is what I will now set out to demonstrate.

      Whenever the organs of spiritual perception were seen to be not functioning, a certain kind of language was used. We might call this sensory-organ-malfunction language. When this language is used in the Old Testament, almost without exception, it refers not just to sinners in general but to only one particular kind of sin—the sin of idol worship! This needs first to be demonstrated, then the question must be asked, Why are idolaters said to be people who have ears but cannot hear and have eyes but cannot see? Why are other kinds of sinners, such as murderers, liars, thieves and covetous people not portrayed in this particular manner?

      The unique portrayal of idol worshipers as being blind and deaf. First, Isaiah elsewhere sees that idolaters are uniquely those people who have ears but can’t hear and eyes but can’t see. Isaiah 42:17-20 affirms,

      
        17They will be turned back and be utterly put to shame,

        Who trust in idols,

        Who say to molten images,

        “You are our gods.”

        18Hear, you deaf!

        And look, you blind, that you may see.

        19Who is blind but My servant [Israel],

        Or so deaf as My messenger [Israel] whom I send?

        Who is so blind as he that is at peace with Me,

        Or so blind as the servant of the LORD?

        20You have seen many things, but you do not observe them;

        Your ears are open, but none hears.

      

      Verse 17 speaks of Israel, “They will be turned back and utterly put to shame.” Who “will be turned back”? Those “who trust in idols.” Who will be “put to shame”? Those “who say to molten images ‘you are our gods.’” Now, how is God going to address these idol worshipers? “Hear you deaf, look you blind that you may see. Who is blind but my servant [Israel], or so deaf as my messenger whom I send or so blind as he that [claims to be] at peace with me.” They had “seen many things,” but failed spiritually to observe. Their eyes and ears were open, “but none hears.”

      This kind of language is repeated throughout Isaiah. So also Isaiah 43:8, 10 says,

      
        Bring out the people who are blind, even though they have eyes,

        And the deaf, even though they have ears . . . .

        Before Me there was no God formed,

        And there will be none after Me. (emphasis added)

      

      Again, the language of blinding of the eyes and deafening of the ears is applied to those who are directly associated with idol worship.7 This connection is probably already made in Isaiah 43:9, where the question is asked, “Who among them [the nations] can declare?” to which the answer is given by the divine Inquisitor himself, “Let them [the nations] present their witnesses.” The “witnesses” likely refers to the idols of the nations who have no ability to prophesy like the true God of Israel, which is clearly confirmed from the close parallels in Isaiah 41:21-24 (cf. 41:7), 44:6-11, and 45:20-21. Some of the Israelites in Babylon had likely also begun to put their trust in these idols.

      Again, Isaiah 44 continues this theme perhaps even more explicitly (underlining indicates the organ-malfunction language):

      
        8“Do not tremble and do] not be afraid;

        Have I not long since announced it to you and declared it?

        And you are My witnesses.

        Is there any God besides Me,

        Or is there any other Rock?

        I know of none.”

        9Those who fashion a graven image are all of them futile, and their precious things are of no profit; even their own witnesses [the idols] fail to see or know, so that they [idolaters] will be put to shame [see v. 11b below].8

        10Who has fashioned a god or cast an idol to no profit?

        11Behold, all his companions will be put to shame, for the craftsmen themselves are mere men. Let them all assemble themselves, let them stand up, let them tremble, let them together be put to shame.

        12The man shapes iron into a cutting tool and does his work over the coals, fashioning it with hammers and working it with his strong arm. He also gets hungry and his strength fails; he drinks no water and becomes weary.

        13Another shapes wood, he extends a measuring line; he outlines it with red chalk. He works it with planes and outlines it with a compass, and makes it like the form of a man, like the beauty of man, so that it may sit in a house.

        14Surely he cuts cedars for himself, and takes a cypress or an oak and raises it for himself among the trees of the forest. He plants a fir, and the rain makes it grow. 15Then it becomes something for a man to burn, so he takes one of them and warms himself; he also makes a fire to bake bread. He also makes a god and worships it; he makes it a graven image and falls down before it.

        16Half of it he burns in the fire; over this half he eats meat as he roasts a roast and is satisfied. He also warms himself and says, “Aha! I am warm, I have seen the fire.”

        17But the rest of it he makes into a god, his graven image. He falls down before it and worships; he also prays to it and says, “Deliver me, for you are my god.”

        18They do not know, nor do they understand, for he has smeared over their eyes so that they cannot see and their hearts so that they cannot comprehend.9

        19No one recalls, nor is there knowledge or understanding to say, “I have burned half of it in the fire and also have baked bread over its coals. I roast meat and eat it. Then I make the rest of it into an abomination, I fall down before a block of wood!”

        20He feeds on ashes; a deceived heart has turned him aside. And he cannot deliver himself, nor say, “Is there not a lie in my right hand?” (Is 44:8-20, emphasis added)

      

      In the midst of describing someone who makes an idol, Isaiah 44:17-18 asserts: “But the rest of it [that is, of the tree] he makes into a god, his graven image. He falls down before it and worships. He also prays to it and says, ‘Deliver me for thou art my god.’” Now notice, who are these people that cut trees down and make part of them into idols? How should they be addressed? In the same way as their idols are described. Just as the idols are said to “fail to see or know” in Isaiah 44:9, so verse 18 says they should be addressed in the very same way, since they apparently have become like their idols: “They do not know.” Who does not know? The idol worshipers “do not know nor do they understand, for God has smeared over their eyes so they cannot see and their hearts so they cannot comprehend.” What we find here is that idol worshipers do not have spiritual eyes, even though they have physical eyes. Even though they have physical ears, they do not spiritually hear.10

      Why idol worshipers are uniquely portrayed as blind and deaf. As we return to Isaiah 6, for some reason the people are said to have eyes but not see, ears but not hear. Why? The most plausible reason, especially in light of the Isaiah 42—44 passages, is that they are idolaters. But we still have to answer the question why idolaters are described in this way. Why are the idolaters depicted as people whose sensory organs malfunction like that? We will look more at the book of Isaiah to answer this question, but for now we deem it appropriate to turn to one of the clearest answers in all of Scripture, Psalm 115:4-8 (= Ps 135:15-18):11

      
        4Their idols are silver and gold,

        The work of man’s hands.

        5They have mouths, but they cannot speak;

        They have eyes, but they cannot see;

        6They have ears, but they cannot hear;

        They have noses, but they cannot smell;

        7They have hands, but they cannot feel;

        They have feet, but they cannot walk;

        They cannot make a sound with their throat.

        8Those who make them will become like them,

        Everyone who trusts in them.

      

      Speaking of the idols of the pagans, the psalm says, “Their idols . . . have mouths but they cannot speak; they have eyes, but they cannot see; they have ears, but they cannot hear.” Note the conclusion about those who make and worship idols: “Those who make them [the idols] will become like them [the idols], everyone who trusts in them” (v. 8). In particular, there is close resemblance between Isaiah 6:9-10 and Psalm 115:4-6a (= Ps 135:15-17a):

      
        
          
            
            
            
            
            
              
                	
Isaiah 6:9b-10a


                	
Psalm 115:4-6a (= 135:15-17a)


              

              
                	
(cf. “They worship the work of their hands”; “Their idols of silver and their idols of gold” (Is 2:8b; 20b)

                  Keep on hearing, but do not understand; and keep on seeing, but do not know. Render the hearts of this people fat, and their ears dull, and their eyes dim, lest they see with their eyes, hear with their ears . . . and repent.


                	
The idols of the nations are silver and gold, the work of man’s hands.

                  They have mouths, but they do not speak; they have eyes, but they do not see; they have ears but they do not hear.


              

            
          

        

        
          Figure 2.1. Isaiah 6:9b-10a and Psalm 115:4-6a compared

        

      

      When the broader message of Isaiah 6:9-10 is surveyed, there appears to be not only a verbal likeness with Psalm 115 (and Ps 135) but also a comparable contextual function of phraseology. The idolatry pericope of Psalm 115:4-8 (Ps 135:15-18) concludes with the climactic thought that those nations who make and worship idols will become like those very idols: “Those who make them will be like them, everyone who trusts in them” (Ps 115:8; cf. Ps 135:18). Hence, the reader of the psalm is to deduce that worshipers of idols will be judged by being made to resemble the idols portrayed in Psalm 115:5-7, that is, through “having eyes but not seeing” and so forth. Part of the implication of the psalm is that Israel is to “bless” and “revere” the Lord and not the nations’ idols (Ps 135:19-21), lest Israel suffer the same fate as the Gentile idolaters (Ps 135:18). In fact, as shown in figure 2.1, just as the psalm texts open with “the idols of the nations are silver and gold, the work of man’s hands,” so Isaiah 6:9-10 is preceded, albeit not as directly, by “they worship the work of their hands” (Is 2:8b), “their idols of silver and their idols of gold” (Is 2:20b), thus enhancing the parallel of the psalm texts to that of Isaiah 6.12 It is possible that there is an intertextual dependence of Isaiah 6 upon these two psalms (or one of them) but more likely that one or both of the psalms is developing Isaiah and making the idolatry idea more explicit.13

      The principle is this: if we worship idols, we will become like the idols, and that likeness will ruin us. Let us return to Isaiah 6 to reexamine the imagery there in the light of Psalm 115.14 We will see that the contextual function of the language describing sensory-organ malfunction in the psalm texts and Isaiah 6 are the same, which increases the possibility of a literary relationship and even points to the probability of it.15

      What have been some of the major concerns in the chapters of Isaiah leading up to chapter 6? Chapters 1–5 reveal that one of Israel’s major sins, not coincidentally, was idol worship. Isaiah 2:8, for example, says, “Their land is filled with idols, they worship the work of their hands, that which their fingers made.” And then Isaiah 2:18-19 says, “But the idols will vanish, the Israelites will go into the caves of the rocks and into the holes of the ground before the terror of the LORD”; verse 20: “In that day they will cast away to the moles and the bats their idols of silver and idols of gold, which they made for themselves to worship.” (Isaiah 1:29-31 also speaks to the same problem, on which see the following discussion of Is 6:13.) Earlier, we saw that Israel’s problem with idol worship also appears in the later chapters of Isaiah.

      Israel’s problem was idol worship, and the idea in Isaiah 6:9-10 is this: Isaiah is to tell these idolaters that they have been so unrepentant about their idol worship that God is going to make them as spiritually insensitive, as spiritually inanimate and lifeless, as the idols. God is saying through Isaiah, his prophet, “You like idols, Israel? Alright, you are going to become like an idol, and that is the judgment.” So in verse 9, through Isaiah, God commands the idolatrous people to become like the idols they have refused to stop loving. In verse 10, he commands Isaiah to make the people like their idols through his prophetic preaching. This is a paramount example of the lex talionis notion of the Old Testament—an eye for an eye. People are punished by means of their own sin.

      Conclusion on Isaiah 6:9-10. So Isaiah 6:9-10 is a just judgment from God, not a capricious happening out of the divine blue. He is punishing them by means of their own sin. It is just as in eternity, when God says to those who have rejected him and his people throughout their lives, “You did not want to spend your life in fellowship with me and my people on this earth. All right, I will give you what you wanted on this earth for eternity: separation from God and his people.” Here, unbelieving Israel is being given what they want. They are punished by means of their own sin. The idols have physical eyes and ears, but they could not see or hear. But even more, the idols certainly could not hear or see spiritually, though a god was supposed to be behind those idols. And so God commands Israel through Isaiah to become like the idols, and that is their judgment.16 Thus, in verses 8-10, God is pronouncing through Isaiah that Israel will be judged by being made spiritually insensitive like the idols they worship (Is 6:11-13; Ps 135).

      By trusting in the idols, Israel was also implying that the Lord “did not have eyes to see or ears to hear” their blasphemous worship of created things. In essence they were treating the true God as a false idol and the truly false idols as the true God. This becomes explicit in Isaiah 29, which develops Isaiah 6:9-10 and is also about idol worship (as we will see in chap. 6), where God tells Israel,

      
        Woe to those who deeply hide their plans from the LORD,

        And whose deeds are done in a dark place,

        And they say, “Who sees us?” or “Who knows us?”

        You turn things around! (Is 29:15-16)

      

      Yahweh truly sees and hears, whereas the idols may have eyes and ears and thus appear to “see and hear,” but they do not.17 Psalm 94:7-11 similarly affirms,

      
        7They have said, “The LORD does not see,

        Nor does the God of Jacob pay heed.”

        8Pay heed, you senseless among the people;

        And when will you understand, stupid ones?

        9He who planted the ear, does He not hear?

        He who formed the eye, does He not see?

        10He who chastens the nations, will He not rebuke,

        Even He who teaches man knowledge?

        11The LORD knows the thoughts of man,

        That they are a mere breath.

      

      Thus the idols have eyes and ears but cannot really see or hear either physically or spiritually, and their worshipers’ sensory organs are also described as malfunctioning, which reveals that they have become spiritually blind and deaf like their false objects of worship. In fact, we could look further at this theme in Ezekiel and in Jeremiah and other prophetic Old Testament books (which we will later in this chapter). If we looked up “ears and eyes” in a concordance, what would we find? That wherever Israel is addressed as those “who have eyes but cannot see and who have ears but cannot hear” or such like language they are being convicted and reprimanded for being idol worshipers! People who are characterized by other sins such as murder, theft, dishonoring parents, immorality, greed and covetousness are not described this way—only idol worshipers.

      The principle for them and for us is: we resemble what we revere, either for ruin or restoration.

      What God’s people had revered in Isaiah’s time, they had come to be like, and this likeness was spiritually destructive to them. This is an ironic punishment, since the people thought that their worship of the idols would lead to enhanced life and prosperity, but in reality it resulted in further deterioration of their spiritual life and ultimately their material prosperity. This is an expression of that well-known proverbial principle that “There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way of death” (Prov 14:12; 16:25). Their punishment was ironically patterned after their sin: You like idols? If so, then you are going to become like your idols, and this likeness will devastate you.

    

    
    
      THE EFFECT AND EXTENT OF THE JUDGMENT ON IDOLATRY: ISAIAH 6:11-12

      In response to the scorching message of judgment for idolatry in vv. 9-10, Isaiah asks God, “Lord, how long” will this blinding and deafening judgment last, by which you will punish Israel by making them as spiritually lifeless as their idols (v. 11a)? The answer also gives the effect and the extent of the judgment on Israel: “Until cities are devastated and without inhabitant, houses are without people, and the land is utterly desolate” (v. 11b). The divine response initially is that this ironic punishment will last until the land undergoes a severe devastation (vv. 11-12). Part of the ironic punishment is that not only will the idolaters become spiritually destroyed within their own beings but their land will become “devastated” and “utterly desolate” as an outer reflection of the people’s inner spiritual desolation. Even the cities and houses of the Israelites will become empty “without inhabitant” and “without people” to indicate further their judgment and the emptiness of their spiritual condition. The likelihood of this interpretation that the external judgment matches the internal spiritual judgment will also be suggested further by verses 12-13.

      The extent of the judgment continues to be described in verse 12: “The LORD has removed men far away, and the forsaken places are many in the midst of the land.” What was implied in verse 11 becomes explicit in verse 12: God will remove the inhabitants of Israel’s land and send them into exile. Israel’s physical exile and separation from their promised land indicates their spiritual exile from God, since their land was where God’s unique revelatory presence dwelled in the temple, which represented God’s presence with his people through the priestly mediation and their worship. It is this idea that is presumably, to some degree, operative under the surface here. Israel’s spiritual separation from God due to their intractable idolatry is partly pictured by their removal from that land where God said he would be intimately present with his people. This is not only a picture of their spiritual condition but a judgment for it.

      Subsequent chapters of Isaiah indicate that Israel’s exile had this spiritual significance. Isaiah 40—66, for example, describes Israel’s exile as an expression of divine wrath (Is 51:20; 60:10), anger (Is 47:6; 51:17, 22; 54:8; 57:16-17; 64:5, 9), forsakenness (Is 49:14; 54:6-7; 62:4), rejection (Is 54:6), hiddenness (Is 54:8; 57:17; 59:2; 64:7) and consequent separation between God and the nation (Is 59:2). All of these texts assume that sin or iniquity is the cause of Israel’s forsaken condition and this cause is sometimes explicitly stated for the sake of emphasis (cf. Is 50:1; 51:13; 57:17; 59:1-15; 64:5-9). God’s restoration of Israel from this estrangement is described not only as a redemptive new creation but as a time when the nation will be “not forsaken” (Is 62:12) but reunited with God (Is 45:14) and “know” him (Is 43:10) because of his gracious initiative in regathering them (Is 54:6-8; 57:18). And God will “wipe out” their transgressions (Is 43:25) and free them from the bondage resulting from sin (Is 42:6-9; 49:8-9) by the sacrificial death of the Servant, who becomes the “guilt offering” (ʾāšām) for the people (Is 53:4-12).

      The broader context of Old Testament redemptive history has revealed that Israel’s exile from her “Eden” (cf., e.g., Is 51:3; Joel 2:3; Ezek 36:35) was a recapitulation of the primal exile, when Adam and Eve were exiled from God’s presence in Eden because of their prior alienation from him, which was partly due to their idolatry. The recapitulation is enhanced by the fact that Israel had been commissioned to carry out the Genesis 1:28 mandate, so that they were to function as a kind of corporate Adam, reflecting God’s image in so doing. When they failed to function as divine image-bearers in this way, they, like Adam and Eve, were exiled from their garden-like land and from God’s special revelatory presence.18

    

    
    
      THE FURTHER EFFECT AND EXTENT OF THE JUDGMENT ON IDOLATRY: ISAIAH 6:13

      Isaiah 6:13 explains the effect of Israel’s spiritual and physical destruction and exile:

      
        Yet there will be a tenth portion in it,

        And it [the “tenth” or remnant] will return19 and it will be subject to burning,

        Like a terebinth or an oak

        Whose stump remains when it is felled.

        The holy seed is its stump.

      

      A remnant (“a tenth portion”) will survive of both those who remained from living in the land and from exile. Will these survivors be repentant and faithful in response to the severe judgment narrated in Isaiah 6:9-12? Most commentators think that the representation of the remnant as “subject to burning” like trees with a remaining “stump” indicates a purification or refining of faithful Israel. The reference to the “stump” as picturing the “holy seed” is especially seen to support this idea of a faithful remnant.

      This interpretation may be correct, but there are several observations that make it improbable. In fact, these observations point to the likelihood that verse 13 is indicating that the judgment of Isaiah 6:9-12 is continuing and reaching a climax among the majority of those who return from exile. Accordingly, the judgment is exhaustive in that even the remnant of Israel had become unfaithful. So verse 13 presents the final end of Israel as a theocratic nation as it was organized and understood up to Isaiah’s time. (Though, no doubt, there was a tiny faithful remnant within the larger remnant of returning exiles who joined together with the remnant left in the land: Isaiah and his children represent this tiny remnant [e.g., note the name of Isaiah’s son: “a remnant will return” in Is 7:3]).

      Burning trees as pictures of destroyed idols. What indications are there that could overturn the majority opinion that verse 13 is a positive explanation of the faithful remnant of Israel who have returned to the land after the exile? First, the metaphor of trees “burning” is not a positive one in Isaiah. Elsewhere in the book the picture of oaks and terebinths burning is part of a description of God’s destruction of idols. In particular, Isaiah 1:30 is the only other use of “terebinth” (ʾēlâ) in the book outside Isaiah 6:13. This unique parallelism is heightened by the observation that “burn” (bʿr) appears in close relation to “terebinth” (ʾēlâ) in both passages. In Isaiah 1:29-31 these words appear as part of a description of Israel being judged by God because of their idolatry:20

      
        29Surely you [so some manuscripts; MT reads “they”] will be ashamed of

        the oaks which you have desired,

        And you will be embarrassed at the gardens which you have chosen.21

        30For you will be like a terebinth whose leaf fades away,

        Or as a garden that has no water.

        31And the strong man will become tinder, His work also a spark.

        Thus, they shall both burn together,

        And there will be none to quench them. (Is 1:29-31)

      

      First, notice that those who worship in the idolatrous gardens (where ancient trees were revered and held to possess divine spirits) will become as spiritually dry as those spiritually dry gardens; those who worship terebinth trees will spiritually fade away as the leaves of those trees will eventually “fade away” and die. Again, Israel is being pictured as becoming like its idols. Additionally, the things that are burned in the four lines of verse 31 (i.e., “the strong man” and “his work [of idols]”) are most plausibly the subjects of the just-mentioned verses 29-30—the idolaters and their idols (“trees which you have desired” and “gardens which you have chosen”). This identification, then, of the burning of both the idol worshipers and their idols follows naturally from the identification of the unfruitful spiritual condition of the idolaters with that of their idols in verses 29-30. In Isaiah 1:29-31, not only will Israel “be like a terebinth whose leaf fades away” but also the nation and its terebinths will “both burn together.”22

      The same application of this “burning terebinth” metaphor likely occurs also in Isaiah 6:13a, especially because of the proximity of the two contexts.23 Although the connection has apparently not been recognized by others,24 if my analysis is correct, in both Isaiah 6:13a and Isaiah 1:29-31 rebellious Israel is metaphorically portrayed as becoming like the idols (“cultic trees”) that they worshiped. Israel will become like these trees,25 resembling their destructive destiny, an expression of the ironic principle abstractly stated in Psalm 115:8 and 135:18. Just as their idolatrous trees would be “burned,” so the idolatrous Israelites are twice spoken of as cultic trees being burned. Along with the literal physical destruction of the idolatrous objects, those who worshiped them will be spiritually destroyed, though in some cases they also would be physically destroyed. Similarly Isaiah 57:5 refers to idolaters who “inflame” themselves “among the oaks (ʾyl), under every luxuriant tree,” but a time would come when God would take away these idols, so that the worshipers could not be delivered from judgment by the idols in which they had placed their hope (Is 57:12-13). Trees are also viewed as the material from which idolaters make their idols elsewhere in Isaiah (40:20 [ʿēṣ]; 44:14 [ʾallôn]).

      One could object to this analysis by saying that there are many positive and negative images of trees that have nothing to do with idolatry. In particular, Isaiah 10:18, 33-34 pictures trees cut down as a depiction of judgment on Assyria, where idolatry is not in view (so also Is 37:24; perhaps also Is 32:19). But the uniqueness of the link between Isaiah 1:29-31 and Isaiah 6:13 lies in three observations: (1) the trees are burning; (2) the word “terebinth” (ʾēlâ) occurs only in Isaiah 1:30 and 6:13, and its etymological synonym “oak” (ʾallôn) occurs only in 6:13 and in 2:13, the latter describing unfaithful Israel in Isaiah 2:7-21, where the proud “loftiness” of unbelieving idolaters is clearly compared to the “lofty” “cedars” and the “oaks,” which the Lord will be “against” on the day of judgment, and the implicit judgment is that of being made low. (3) Finally, only in these two passages does Isaiah liken the burning trees to unbelieving Israel (though the reference to idolaters in Isaiah 57:5 is close, where “oak” [ʾayil]; cf. also 1:29] occurs).26 Thus that Isaiah intends to make a link between these two passages is apparent.

      Isaiah 1:29-31 likely finds its complement in Isaiah 65:2-7, both passages perhaps forming idolatrous bookends for the book:

      
        2“I have spread out My hands all day long to a rebellious people, Who

        walk in the way which is not good, following their own thoughts,

        3A people who continually provoke Me to My face,

        Offering sacrifices in gardens and burning incense on bricks;

        4Who sit among graves and spend the night in secret places;

        Who eat swine’s flesh,

        And the broth of unclean meat is in their pots.

        5“Who say, ‘Keep to yourself, do not come near me,

        For I am holier than you!’

        These are smoke in My nostrils,

        A fire that burns all the day.

        6“Behold, it is written before Me,

        I will not keep silent, but I will repay;

        I will even repay into their bosom,

        7Both their own iniquities and the iniquities of their fathers together,” says the LORD.

        “Because they have burned incense on the mountains

        And scorned Me on the hills;

        Therefore I will measure their former work into their bosom.”

      

      The idea of being identified with the likeness of the idols is not found here, but the judgment entails having their idolatrous “work” measured out in retribution “into their bosom” (v. 7b). This certainly involves judgment directed to them for their idolatry, which, according to Isaiah 1:29-31, includes becoming identified with their idols in nature and in the likeness of their judgment.

      The “stump” as an image of a destroyed idol. A second observation further suggests the probability that verse 13 is not a statement about a faithful remnant in Israel but about an unbelieving remnant. The connection between Isaiah 1:29-31, 6:9-10 and 6:13a may cast light on the notoriously difficult passage of 6:13b. The scope of this study does not allow for a thorough overview of all the various problems of the last half of verse 13, since it is a minefield of textual, syntactical and translational difficulties.27 These difficulties in the Hebrew have resulted in at least thirteen translations of verse 13b. The intention here is to attempt to show how the broader and more immediate context of idolatry may shed light on some of these problems. Virtually no one acknowledges that Isaiah 6:13a of the Hebrew text (MT) metaphorically identifies Israel as idolatrous trees undergoing destruction.28 On the other hand, there are a number of commentators who have seen such an idolatrous identification in the remainder of the verse (v. 13b), which they believe the Hebrew Qumran text of Isaiah supports.29 However, there is a general consensus preferring the Hebrew Masoretic text over this particular cultic-idolatrous interpretation of the Qumran Hebrew Isaiah text (1QIsa); that is, that verse 13b of the Hebrew Masoretic text is a contrast with verse 13a and metaphorically speaks of a righteous remnant (“holy seed”) as a “stump” remaining after the felling of a tree. Accordingly, the idea expressed is that of a holy remnant which will remain in Israel after the judgment of verses 11-13a.30 The following two renderings of the second line of verse 13b, although not identical, are representative of this view, which is held by the majority of commentators and translations:

      1. “like a terebinth and an oak stump, whose stump remained standing when it is felled. The holy seed is its stump” (e.g., RSV, NASB, NIV, JB).

      2. “like a terebinth and like an oak in which are stumps when they have been felled; the holy seed is their [or “its”] stump.”31

      In contrast, there are several translations affirming that what these translations render “stump” of a tree should be translated as an idolatrous pillar. Representative renderings of this alternative are the following:

      1. “like a terebinth or an oak which lie cast down [mušaleket]] as a cultic [idolatrous] pillar of a high place [bāmâ];32 the holy seed is its cultic [idolatrous] pillar.”

      2. “like a terebinth or an oak which lie cast down [mušaleket] as a cultic [idolatrous] pillar among them [or “in it”]; the holy seed is its cultic pillar.33

      While grammatical and syntactical considerations are almost evenly balanced between the two major sets of above translations, lexical factors point to the likelihood of the second set of translations. The idolatrous nuance of verse 13b is also supported from the following considerations.

      1. The Hebrew word maṣṣebet,34 translated as “stump” in the first set of renderings, does not appear to mean “stump” or mere “wood substance” anywhere else in biblical or extrabiblical Hebrew.35 Elsewhere in the Old Testament it means “a commemorative pillar” (fifteen times), whether in memorializing the dead, experiences with Yahweh or agreements validated by divine witness. The only other meaning is that of “cultic pillar,” in the sense of an idolatrous symbol, which accounts for the majority of uses (twenty-one times). All other uses in extrabiblical Hebrew, Jewish-Aramaic and Syriac sources do not extend beyond these semantic bounds.36 That such an apparently popular word for cultic pillar during Isaiah’s time should have been used to mean “stump” of a tree is unlikely, especially since other more common words for “stump” were probably readily available for the author (cf. gezaʿ in Is 11:1; 40:24; Job 14:8; cf. ʿiqqar in Dan 4:12, 23, 26).37

      2. Furthermore, that this Hebrew noun does not refer to some kind of positive reference to a commemorative pillar but to an idolatrous object is apparent from observing that it occurs elsewhere in connection with “Asherim,” which refer to female idolatrous objects (five times, three of which include additional mention of “high places”). Also since “oaks” and “terebinths” occur elsewhere with cultic and idolatrous connotations, it would be natural for maṣṣebet/maṣṣebâ to be so understood here. Indeed, the plausibility that this word has idolatrous overtones in Isaiah 6:13 is strengthened by the fact that it occurs three times elsewhere in combination with either “oak” (ʾallôn or ʾēlâ) or “tree” (ʿēṣ), all of which are in cultic contexts and two of which refer to idolatrous objects.38

      3. Last, that this Hebrew word has the nuance of an idolatrous object is borne out by the immediate context of both Isaiah 6:9-10 and 6:13a, which I have labored to show refers to idolatry. Consequently, the last line of verse 13 does not present for the first time an allusion to idolatry but merely continues the concern with idolatry begun in 6:9 and even earlier in Isaiah 1:29-31 and 2:9-21. Indeed, Isaiah 1:29-31 is a prediction of the destruction of both idolatrous trees and their worshipers, which appears to be developed here. In the light of this contextual consideration, even if the traditional translation of verse 13b, which pictures stumps remaining after the felling of trees be accepted (as best represented by Emerton), verse 13b should still be viewed as an extension of the preceding cultic metaphor: Israel’s idolatrous trees were to be destroyed to the extent that only an idolatrous “stump” was to be left without future hope of growth. The last clause of verse 13 (“the holy seed is its stump”) would identify Israel with these unspiritual idolatrous symbols39 and their final destruction.

(cf. Is 66:17)40

      Verse 13 asserts that even the Israelite idol worshipers will be made like their idolatrous symbols, their destiny resembling the destructive end of their own idols (v. 13), which was a mere “stump” of the former beautiful idolatrous tree. The reference to idols in verse 13b identifies clearly the cultic nature of the previously mentioned burning trees of verse 13a in order to heighten the poetic comparison of Israel’s judgment with that of the destruction of the idol-like trees. These are not mere ordinary trees that have been hewn down, but idolatrous symbols. Even in their fallen stump-like condition their idolatrous identity is still not completely erased. The last clause of the verse is the climax to this as the stump image of a destroyed idolatrous tree is now transferred to sinful Israel.

      With respect to the contextual unity of verses 9-13, verses 11b-13 are a unified response to the question of verse 11a: “Lord, how long?” Isaiah asks “how long” Yahweh’s hardening judgment, described in verses 9-10, will last. In the light of our study so far, the question can be phrased more precisely: How long will the Lord punish Israel by making the nation as spiritually inanimate as its unspiritual idols and by destroying them as such? Therefore, it should not be unexpected that the response to this question in verses 11b-13 (especially v. 13) continues the idolatrous thought and imagery of verses 9-10. The essence of the divine response is that this ironic punishment will last until the land undergoes a severe devastation (vv. 11b-12),41 and although some will survive, even they will be made like their idolatrous symbols, their destiny resembling the destructive end of their own idols (v. 13). Hence, the divine answer of verses 11b-13 is that the punishment will continue until there is an absolute and exhaustive judgment.42

      The “holy seed” as an unfaithful remnant of Israel. Isaiah 6:13b, then, is asserting that the nation which Yahweh intended to be a “holy seed” had become so profane through idolatry that it was indistinguishable from the idolatrous nations. The radical but not unprecedented conclusion of verse 13b, that even the remnant (the “tenth”) “holy seed” had become idolatrous, signals the end of Israel’s traditionally understood theocratic existence.43 The only other occurrence of “holy seed” in the Old Testament is in Ezra 9:1-2, where the phrase is negative and has an idolatrous connotation, which further supports the same notion for the phrase in Isaiah 6:13 (zeraʿ qōdeš). In Ezra 9:1-2, the phrase is used to refer to the returning exiles who had “not separated themselves from the peoples of the lands, according to their [idolatrous] abominations . . . so that the holy seed [zeraʿ haqqōdeš] intermingled with the peoples” and committed “unfaithfulness.” In other words that which was designed to be the “holy seed” had corrupted itself by commingling with the unclean peoples living around them. It would be like using the positive term Christians to refer to those who confess the name but are living like non-Christians.

      It would appear likely that the phrase in Ezra is an allusive interpretive development of that in Isaiah 6:13, not only because the very same phrase (though lacking the definite article) appears in Isaiah 6:13 but also since the meaning is similar: Ezra is explaining the condition of “the remnant” of Israel (e.g., see Ezra 9:8, 13-15), “the holy seed,” which is characterized by idolatry, when it returns back to the land, which is just what Isaiah 6:13 was prophesying about. (There is even reference to the hope that “God might give light to our eyes” [Ezra 9:8], possibly echoing a hoped for reversal of Isaiah 6:10d, “see with their eyes.”)

      Consequently, “holy seed” still has a strictly positive connotation, but only in the formal sense that God had chosen the nation to be “ his seed” to be set apart from the idolatrous nations, though despite this holy calling, they had become just like the nations. Although the book of Isaiah later admits of a future, restored Israel subsequent to the coming judgment, this Israel is constituted on a different basis and in a different form from what was previously conceived.44 Therefore, Isaiah uses the remnant idea in both 13a and 13b not positively but negatively in order to emphasize the magnitude and absoluteness of Israel’s judgment.45

      The purpose of the similar portrayals of Israel as burning, idolatrous trees in Isaiah 1:29-31 and Isaiah 6:13 is to link their judgment to idolatry in order to emphasize that their punishment was due to their idol worship. What a fitting retributive irony that those “who inflame yourselves among the oaks” (Is 57:5a) would have their judgment described as trees being set to flame!

      It appears also that the judgment of idolatrous Israel is compared to the destruction of their idolatrous symbols (“Asherim and Sun pillars”) in Isaiah 17:8-11 and Isaiah 27:9-11.46 And against the background of the above discussion concerning Isaiah 1 and 6, it may be no coincidence that in the midst of the excoriation of Israel’s idolatry in Isaiah 2 may be discerned another implicit identification of the nation with idols (so Is 2:12-13; cf. Is 2:8, 18, 20).47

      The majority of commentators think the phrase “holy seed” in Isaiah 6:13 could only be positive, but it is significant that it is negative in the only other Old Testament text where it can be found, the Ezra text, which, at least, then nullifies the notion that the positive sense is the only possible logical sense in Isaiah 6:13. Thus immediate context must decide whether the negative or positive sense is used, and my construal of the overall context is negative, so that a negative use of “holy seed” fits admirably well within that context.

      Nevertheless, it is a telling criticism of my conclusion that “holy” is used primarily positively in Isaiah, which many think points to a positive sense of “holy seed.” In particular, this would seem to be probable in light of the observation that the word refers elsewhere in Isaiah to God as “the Holy One,” and “holy, holy, holy” has just been heard in Isaiah 6:3, where it is an attribute of Yahweh.48 In addition, Isaiah refers to the redeemed remnant in the eschaton as those who “will be called holy” (Is 4:3).

      What further points to a positive interpretation of “holy seed” is that the word holy (qdš) in its verbal and nominal forms (including qādôs ) is used the majority of time elsewhere in Isaiah with a positive sense (referring to God [the majority of time], his holy mountain, etc.). Nevertheless, the word is used only eight times to describe Israel. Among these, five refer to faithful Israel (Is 4:3; 52:1; 62:12; 63:18; 64:10), but there are three significant uses that describe unbelieving Israel as “holy.” For example, two such verbal uses describe Israelite idolaters who consider themselves “holy” in the midst of worshiping idols in cultic gardens (the very same context of cultic gardens found in Is 1:29-31 and, as I have argued, in 6:13)! Isaiah 65:2-5 and 66:17 say:

      
        2“I have spread out My hands all day long to a rebellious people,

        Who walk in the way which is not good, following their own thoughts,

        3A people who continually provoke Me to My face,

        Offering sacrifices in gardens and burning incense on bricks;

        4Who sit among graves and spend the night in secret places;

        Who eat swine’s flesh,

        And the broth of unclean meat is in their pots.

        5“Who say, ‘Keep to yourself, do not come near me,

        For I am holier than you!’

        These are smoke in My nostrils,

        A fire that burns all the day. (Is 65:2-5, emphasis added)

         

        17“Those set themselves apart as holy and purify themselves to go to the gardens,

        Following one in the center,

        Who eat swine’s flesh, detestable things and mice,

        Will come to an end altogether,” declares the LORD. (Is 66:17, emphasis added)

      

      In addition, Isaiah 48:1-8 again refers to idolatrous Israel (see v. 5) “calling themselves after the holy city” in direct connection to sensory-organ-malfunction language. (48:6-8: “You have heard; look at all this . . . You have not heard, you have not known. Even from long ago your ear has not been open.”) If we are going to let usage in the book of Isaiah help determine meaning in Isaiah 6:13, then we find that such uses elsewhere are consistent with a negative sense in 6:13.

    

    
    
      CONCLUSION

      In summary, the expressions describing Israel as having ears but not hearing and possessing eyes but not seeing (Is 6:9-10) and like a burning tree (Is 6:13a) are best understood as metaphors of idolatry that are applied to the disobedient nation in order to emphasize that they would be punished for their idol worship by being judged in the same manner as their idols (i.e., by being destroyed). This pronouncement of judgment also includes the idea that the idolaters had begun to resemble their idols: they had become as spiritually blind and deaf as their idols. Thus an ironic taunt is evident in that the idols that Israel believed were alive were in reality lifeless and objects of cursing, and the nation had become the same. That this is the case is further evidenced by Isaiah 6:13b, which seems best understood to be identifying the nation as an idolatrous symbol (or “cultic stump”).49

      The biblical-theological principle expressed by Isaiah 6 is that we resemble what we revere, either for ruin or restoration. Isaiah wanted to revere the Lord and reflected his holiness, resulting in restoration, whereas Israel revered its idols and reflected their spiritual blindness and deafness, resulting in ruin.50 Is this idea unique to Isaiah 6 and the particular texts mentioned in connection with it? How does this theme in Isaiah 6 relate to other parts of the Old Testament? The answer to these questions will be explored in chapter three. I will argue that the idolatry principle found in Isaiah is found in other parts of the Old and New Testaments, some of which actually allude to or are alluded to by Isaiah. The idea of idolatry in Isaiah 6 is important to other texts that are linked to it either by quotation or allusion. Accordingly, this conclusion reached about Isaiah 6 will be foundational for some parts of the remaining study, especially the study of the references to Isaiah 6 in the Gospels, Acts and Revelation.

    

    
    
      EXCURSUS: CONSIDERATION OF AN ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN BACKGROUND TO ISAIAH 6

      It may be that the cleansing of Isaiah’s “mouth” and “lips” reflects an ancient Near Eastern ritual known as “the washing of the mouth,” which was known at the time of Isaiah.51 Isaiah’s presence at the threshold of the temple, the burning of his lips and the pronouncement of his cleansing (“your iniquity is taken away”) appears to be a parody of an ancient Near Eastern ritual by which idols were prepared for the gods to dwell in them. If this is correct, then the scene in Isaiah 6:1-8 would be a way of mocking the idolatrous institutions of the day and show that Isaiah himself is the true living image of the true God. Such a perspective on verses 1-8 would also be an appropriate introduction to verses 9-13, which we have argued is a mock of Israel in her worship of idols.

      In this ancient ritual of preparing idols to be receptacles of a god’s presence, an image would be manufactured in a workshop near a canal, a garden-like area or a temple,52 and then the idol would be led to the threshold or gate of the temple and then formally set up.53 At that time, the living essence of the deity would be transferred into its temple statue and given life by the ritual.54 Though the image was produced by human hands, the gods were seen as the ultimate makers of the image.55 The cleansing rite enabled the mouth of the image to be opened and to become the conduit through which the god spoke; generally the ritual activated the image’s senses56 and caused the human senses (smell, taste, seeing and hearing) to become enlivened57 so that the image became both human-like and a representation of the divine.58 In this respect, one could say that the image mystically becomes the god that it represents without limiting that god, so that the god remains transcendent; hence the image was like a theophany transubstantiated.59 Accordingly, this cleansing ritual perfectly purified the image and made it a fit dwelling for the transferred essence of the deity60 and enabled it to have “contact between the earthly and the divine worlds”61 and to be counted among the divine assembly.62

      The “washing of the mouth” ritual broadly followed a threefold pattern: (1) separation of the image from its current status as inanimate material, (2) reshaping intended to prepare the image for its new status, (3) reintroduction of the image in its new, changed divine existence.63 Sometimes even the language of “whom shall I send,” purportedly spoken by the god[s], is apparently used with respect to the divine image.64 Thus once the image is set up in the temple and animated by the deity’s presence, it mediates revelation from the deity, including decisions about legal or court cases. Various outcomes of trials were presented oracularly before the deity’s image, and verdicts would be pronounced by the presiding priests, who would manipulate parts of the image to indicate the god’s decision.65

      The ceremony in which Isaiah is ushered up to the threshold or gate of the heavenly temple, his mouth is cleansed, and he is pronounced purified (i.e., “forgiven”) may be a parody of this ancient Near Eastern custom, which would be a fitting introduction to the remainder of verses 9-13 that is a literary taunt against Israel’s worship of idolatrous images, which they themselves became like.66 Indeed, Psalm 115:3-8 likely functions in the same polemical manner. The point in Isaiah 6 would be that the prophet Isaiah has been taken from among idolatrous Israel as one, like his people (a “people of unclean lips”), tainted with the uncleanness of pagan idols and who has become like its idols, which can never be cleansed. Isaiah has been brought into the true heavenly temple of the true God.67 In that heavenly temple he had his mouth ceremoniously cleansed and transformed by members of the divine council and joined that council, so that his whole being was transformed by being filled with God’s Spirit and presence in order to reflect the holy image of this true God. Accordingly, he becomes the human image of God that God originally intended.68 Though not perfect, he had become a transformed representation of the divine and the purified, living image of God and spokesman for God. Thus, when God’s heavenly council says, “Who will go for us?” Isaiah answers the call, “Here am I, send me.” Isaiah, the true, living image of God, then is God’s agent in executing judgment on Israel whereby the nation is made to become even more like the lifeless and false images that it stubbornly has refused to quit worshiping.69

      G. Y. Glazov recently has reviewed and evaluated the proposals for the ancient Near Eastern mouth-opening background for Isaiah 6 and has generally agreed with them.70 Nevertheless, he does not see a direct but more indirect influence, especially since there are a few significant differences that show that Isaiah has synthesized and transformed this background.71 Further-more, Glazov proposes a more specific Egyptian mouth-opening background even more parallel to Isaiah 6 than formerly proposed Mesopotamian ones.72 Glazov then cites my analysis of an idol polemic in Isaiah 6:9-13 as confirmation that such an ancient Near Eastern idol parody is in mind in Isaiah 6:5-8.73 Likewise, his evidence of an idol background for 6:5-8 enforces my own thesis. “If Isa. 6:9-10 is a ‘retributive taunt against idolatry’, the people are . . . rebuked for practicing (foreign) idolatrous cults and all the mouth-purification and opening rites they necessitate (cf. 2:6-9),” and “by doing so they are lapsing into the stupefying (and defiling) ethos of pagan idolatry.”74

      We have seen that images are in the likeness of the gods they represent. Similarly, the ancient Near Eastern conception of kings being in the image of their various gods may form a very general background here. Just as Adam, a kingly figure representing humanity, was in the image of God, and therefore like God, so it was believed that ancient Near Eastern human kings were like the gods of which they were an image.75 The idolatrous Israelites would have thought of themselves as in the image of the true God, since in their mind they had not renounced him by worshiping pagan idols, believing that worship of such idols was not inconsistent with worship of Yahweh. Accordingly, it may be implicit that just as they thought they would represent the likeness of the God of Israel, so they thought that they would resemble in some way the other gods that they worshiped. But in reality they had renounced the true God and were not resembling him in the way he designed. Instead, they were becoming like the other gods, but not in the way they thought. They were becoming as spiritually lifeless as those gods, whom they erroneously thought had life.

      In a somewhat similar manner to Isaiah, Habakkuk 2:18-20 is related to the manufacture of false idols placed in idolatrous temples being contrasted with the true God in the true temple:

      
        18What profit is the idol when its maker has carved it,

        Or an image, a teacher of falsehood?

        For its maker trusts in his own handiwork

        When he fashions speechless idols.

        19Woe to him who says to a piece of wood, “Awake!” To a mute stone, “Arise!”

        And that is your teacher?

        Behold, it is overlaid with gold and silver,

        And there is no breath at all inside it.

        20But the LORD is in his holy temple.

        Let all the earth be silent before Him. (Hab 2:18-20)

      

      Again, the idols are said to be lifeless (without speech and breath). An idol is “a teacher of falsehood” because, while the maker and the worshipers believe a god speaks and teaches through the idol, in reality, there is only emptiness within the image. To “trust in” such idolatrous “handiwork” and to follow the teachings of an idol that is “a teacher of falsehood” is to go down the wrong path and follow the doctrines of demons, since demons inhabit idols (the following chapters of this book will demonstrate the association of demons with idols). This concept is akin to Jesus’ later saying, “A blind man cannot guide a blind man, can he? Will they not both fall into a pit? A disciple is not above his teacher, but everyone, after he has been fully trained, will be like his teacher” (Lk 6:39-40). This applies also to those who revere their idols as teachers. Partly in reference to their idolatry, Israel said, “The way of the Lord is not right,” to which God responded, “It is their own way that is not right” (cf. Ezek 18:25, 29 with 18:24, which refers to “abominations” partly as the sin of idol worship; so also cf. Ezek 33:17, 20 with 33:25-26). As Proverbs says, “There is a way which seems right to a man, but its end is the way of death” (Prov 14:12; 16:25). The idolaters thought the idols would bring greater life and prosperity, but they would only inherit death and emptiness, which is to become like the spiritually dead and empty idols. In contrast, there is a true, living God “in his holy temple,” who truly speaks, whose true worshipers should be speechless before him since he is the true teacher of all (Hab 2:20). But when he opens the mouth of his formerly speechless human spokesmen, they can but speak only God’s word (cf. Is 6:5-9; Ezek 33:22-23), which is either a word of judgment or blessing.
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