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    My aim in this book is, first, to articulate the theology in the book called Isaiah—that is, to consider the theology expressed or implied by the different sections of Isaiah. I then aim to articulate the theology of the book called Isaiah as a whole, the theology that can be constructed from the book when one stands back and considers the whole.


    When readers first open Isaiah, they may do so with two assumptions that make the book puzzling. One assumption is that the book will unfold in a clearly logical and coherent way, like a sermon with an introduction, three points and a conclusion. The other is that the entire book was written by Isaiah ben Amoz, the prophet whose name comes in the first line. Reading the book indeed puts a question mark by both assumptions.


    Martin Luther once commented that the Prophets “have a queer way of talking, like people who, instead of proceeding in an orderly manner, ramble off from one thing to the next, so that you cannot make head or tail of them.”1 A book like Isaiah conveys that impression because it wasn’t conceived by an author in the manner of this book that I’m writing, where I make a plan and know where I am going, and where (for the most part) I am writing from scratch and am beginning from the beginning, and where none of it exists until I write it. Isaiah is a collection of many prophecies that started off life as separate messages that were delivered on different occasions, and have subsequently been collected in this “book.” In chapter 8, Isaiah tells us about an occasion when he himself collected some of his prophecies; Jeremiah 36 gives a more detailed account of when Jeremiah did the same thing.


    Typically, a single “chapter” in Isaiah may include two or three or four prophecies that were delivered on different occasions (Isaiah 1 is a good opening example). Prophets, after all, were not essentially, necessarily or primarily writers. They were more like preachers. But they didn’t deliver fifteen-minute sermons. To judge from the books that collect their prophecies, they delivered short messages that took two or three minutes to proclaim. They didn’t have a captive audience, like a preacher; they stood and harangued people in the temple courts. They could perhaps assume that (like modern Westerners) people had short attention spans, or that people would soon move on from listening to one prophet to listening to another, or that they needed to say what they had to say before they got arrested.


    So Isaiah is a kind of collage constructed from messages delivered in this way on different occasions. The implication is not that its organization is random; a collage may be purposefully put together. There will then be something to learn from its individual elements and also something to learn from the total arrangement. So it is with Isaiah. But we have to take a different approach to reading from the one we would take to a book such as Genesis or Ruth.


    Actually I think of it as a collection of five or six collages, as follows:
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    Figure 0.1


    



    One recurring feature in the collages is a description of God as “Israel’s Holy One.” So one can see the book as a whole as an outworking of this description of God, and see the collages in two sequences issuing from that fact about God:
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    Figure 0.2


    The different sections illustrate two ways of assembling a collage, which come out most clearly in the last two examples. Isaiah 40–55 is the section you can read most straightforwardly, in the sense that it works in quite a linear fashion. It’s almost like a story or a logical argument; it works in ABCDEFG order. If you read (say) Isaiah 53 before Isaiah 42, you won’t entirely get the significance of that later chapter. In contrast, Isaiah 56–66 works in a circular fashion—ABCDCBA. In other words, it will raise a subject then move onto another and another, and then work its way back through to where you started. There are several terms for this kind of collage—you can call it a ring composition, or a pyramid structure, or a stepped structure (you go up the steps then back down). But in Old Testament study the most common term is chiasm, so that’s the one I will use.


    Now the outline of the five collages points to something puzzling, which a Jewish commentator on Isaiah named Abraham Ibn Ezra had noticed in the twelfth century, four centuries before Luther.2 This feature is the one that puts the question mark by that second assumption from which we began, the assumption that all the material in the book comes from Isaiah ben Amoz. Through Isaiah 1–39, the prophecies can be understood as speaking to people in Isaiah’s day, the eighth century before Christ. When you get to Isaiah 40, things change. That chapter begins,


    
      Comfort, comfort my people, says your God.


      Speak to Jerusalem’s heart, proclaim to it,


      That its tour of duty is fulfilled, that its waywardness is paid for,


      That it has received from Yahweh’s hand double for all its offenses.

    


    There is no dispute over the fact that the prophecy is addressing people who live a century and a half after Isaiah’s day. Ibn Ezra thus inferred that Isaiah himself could hardly be the speaker.


    Isaiah himself does speak about the future. He envisages Yahweh acting to punish Judah, looks beyond that event to Yahweh’s restoring Judah, and speaks of a day when Yahweh will grant Judah a “new David,” the person who will later be termed the Messiah. But in doing so, he speaks about what Yahweh will do. These events will happen in the future. In Isaiah 40–55 the difference is that the prophecy speaks in terms of what Yahweh is doing in the present. Now it is possible to imagine Yahweh transporting Isaiah into the distant future so that he speaks as if he is living then, and Yahweh certainly could do so, but it looks an odd thing for Yahweh to do. Ibn Ezra inferred rather that the prophecies beginning at Isaiah 40 come from a different prophet who lived among the people to whom he speaks, in that time 150 years after Isaiah ben Amoz. In some ways he does speak like Isaiah, and he shares Isaiah’s views, and he shows that he knows Isaiah’s prophecies. So we might call him a “Second Isaiah.”


    Four centuries after Luther, at the end of the nineteenth century, another German commentator, Bernhard Duhm, likewise suggested in an argument similar to Ibn Ezra’s that another transition comes at Isaiah 56.3 We have already noted that from then on, the prophecies look as if they address people who are back in Judah after the exile. They come, then, from a “Third Isaiah.” Reading Isaiah 40–55 and 56–66 establishes that they have links with Isaiah 1–39 (and with each other), so it seems that the anonymous prophets whose work appears in these later parts of the book were in part inspired by Isaiah’s prophecies, and that they saw themselves as furthering Isaiah’s work and gaining part of their authority from their link with his. Such might be the reasons why they were content to have their prophecies appear in the same scroll as his.


    There’s no firm reason to assume that “Second Isaiah” was a single person who produced all of chapters 40–55 (though I myself think it likely) or that “Third Isaiah” was a single person who produced all of chapters 56–66 (I’m less sure about that question). Maybe there were a number of prophets whom Yahweh inspired to further Isaiah’s ministry in this way. Further, it’s plausible that people such as the hypothetical Second Isaiah had a hand in the development of Isaiah 1–39 and that the hypothetical Third Isaiah had a hand in the development of the book as a whole. But these possibilities will inevitably remain hypothetical. What we have in “the book called Isaiah” (H. G. M. Williamson’s neat phrase)4 is the collages. We will begin this study by looking at their individual messages or theologies, then look at the theology that emerges from the whole book. So when I refer to “the prophet” or “the prophecy” I do not imply any particular view about the prophet’s identity, and in different contexts “Isaiah” may refer to the individual prophet Isaiah ben Amoz or to the book called Isaiah.
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    Isaiah 1–12
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    Old-fashioned movies and novels start at the beginning of a story and go through it in the order in which the events happened until they get to the end. More new-fangled movies and novels play games with their audiences and readers. They start in the middle, then flash back, then move forward again. They thereby make their audiences think harder. People don’t get it unless they focus, and unless they let themselves become involved in the story.


    Isaiah 1–12 is not a story in the strict sense, but it works a little like that new-fangled kind of story. Whereas Isaiah 40–55 has a linear arrangement and Isaiah 56–66 is a chiasm, Isaiah 1–12 has features of both these structures (which is one reason why it’s complicated, in the way Luther noted in connection with the Prophets). And something of its theology is conveyed by that combination. On the one hand, the chapters affirm that Yahweh is intent on fulfilling a purpose with Judah and that its story is destined to go somewhere. On the other hand, in practice it’s hard to see any progress in the story; what goes around comes around.


    Faithfulness in the Exercise of Power


    The opening chapters (Is 1:1–5:30) illustrate this point as they alternate between three themes. Precisely because each small section started off life as a separate message, the themes overlap between the sections, but they can be roughly distinguished as follows:


    
      	Judah is living as if it can ignore Yahweh’s demands on its life (Is 1:2-20; 5:1-24)


      	Yahweh will therefore take action against it (Is 1:21-24, 28-31; 2:6–4:1; 5:25-30)


      	But Yahweh will restore it and turn it into what it should be (Is 1:25-27; 2:1-5; 4:2-6)

    


    Implicitly, and occasionally explicitly, Isaiah indicates that Judah therefore needs to change its ways (e.g., Is 1:18-20) in order to short-circuit this sequence and make it possible for Yahweh to proceed to (3) without going via (2). But by the time the collage is put together, Judah had failed to change its ways, and (2) had happened. In this circumstance, (3) is the promise for the community to live by, but it will not come about unless Judah now hears the message expressed in (1) and reworks its life.


    The problem is expressed most pungently in the “song” in Isaiah 5:1-7. Isaiah starts off like a singer entertaining people with a love song, which he says he has composed on behalf of a friend. It’s a song about a vineyard, an image that love poetry often uses. But the love song veers off in a direction that’s unexpected and then shocking. The vineyard produces no fruit; in other words, the man’s courting gets him nowhere. He then turns from love to hate and destroys the vineyard. One might imagine other men listening to the singer-poet, sympathizing with him and with his action.


    But the imagery of a vine was also familiar in another connection, and people listening to a prophet might have guessed that there was more to his song than met the eye. They would be familiar with the vineyard as an image for Israel, Yahweh being the vinedresser. Isaiah explains that his allegorical poem indeed refers to Yahweh and Israel. Yahweh too had looked for fruit and found only something that tasted nasty.


    
      He looked for mišpāṭ, but there—miśpāḥ;


      for ṣĕdāqâ, but there—ṣĕ‘āqâ.

    


    The conventional English translation of mišpāṭ and ṣĕdāqâ is “justice and righteousness,” so that we might say that when Yahweh looked for mišpāṭ and ṣĕdāqâ, he was looking for social justice, but what Isaiah would mean by “social justice” has different connotations from those of the English expression. Here’s a typical definition of social justice, by Innosanto Nagara:


    “Social Justice Work” is work that we do in the interest of securing human rights, an equitable distribution of resources, a healthy planet, democracy, and a space for the human spirit to thrive (read: arts/culture/entertainment). We do the work to achieve these goals on both a local and a global scale.1


    These are commitments that Isaiah would sympathize with, but they don’t correspond to mišpāṭ and ṣĕdāqâ.


    Neither word has an English equivalent, as is the case with many Hebrew words related to theology and ethics. The broad meaning of mišpāṭ refers to government, the exercise of authority and the making of decisions. The King James Bible often translated it “judgment,” and a positive aspect to this translation is that we expect judgment to be exercised in a way that is just (as we do with government, the exercise of authority and the making of decisions), but we know that it can be exercised in an unjust way. Similarly there can be perverted exercise of mišpāṭ. But “judgment” easily suggests a link with the proceedings of a court; furthermore, “judging” commonly has negative connotations. Mišpāṭ has positive connotations, and the exercise of power to which it refers is by no means confined to the making of decisions by a court.


    The fact that mišpāṭ can be exercised in an unjust way links to its pairing with ṣĕdāqâ. Again, the common translation “righteousness” captures an aspect of ṣĕdāqâ, though “righteousness” is inclined to denote individual holiness, whereas ṣĕdāqâ is an essentially relational word. It suggests doing the right thing in relation to other people—in relation to God and to one’s community. “Right” is thus nearer its connotations, but “faithful” is nearer still.


    Mišpāṭ and ṣĕdāqâ thus suggests the faithful exercise of power in the community. People with power control resources; they will therefore make sure that ordinary people can share in resources such as land and food. People with power do control decision making in the court, which meets at the city gate; they will see that judicial decisions are made in a fair way. People with power control what happens in community worship; they will make sure that it is offered in a way that is faithful to Yahweh.


    The problem is that Yahweh looks for mišpāṭ but sees miśpāḥ; he looks for ṣĕdāqâ but sees ṣĕ‘āqâ. The word miśpāḥ comes only here in the Old Testament, though its connections with other words make its meaning clear enough. It denotes flowing—here, the flowing of blood that is involved in the oppression that is officially sponsored or tolerated in the community. Isaiah perhaps invented this word in order to pair it with mišpāṭ. It suggests the opposite to the proper exercise of mišpāṭ. Similarly ṣĕ‘āqâ suggests the opposite to ṣĕdāqâ, in that it denotes an outcry or a cry of indignation or a cry of pain, the cry of the people who are being treated unfairly and oppressively. With horrific irony, it is a word used to describe Israel’s crying out in Egypt, to which Yahweh responded in delivering people from their positions as state serfs there. It is now a cry that Israelites utter against one another.


    The crop that Yahweh reaps in his carefully tended vineyard is one that makes him simply wish to abandon it to the elements.


    Holiness


    The center of the collage (Is 6:1–9:7 [6]) provides a further entry into under­standing the dynamic of those opening chapters, by reviewing how Isaiah was involved in addressing people about the process those chapters implied. It begins with Isaiah’s account of how he was commissioned to his confrontational ministry. He saw Yahweh exalted as king. It makes sense to picture Isaiah in the courtyards of the temple in Jerusalem, where in the sanctuary Yahweh was invisibly enthroned above the cherubim. It is the year the human King Uzziah died, an important year of transition as one king’s reign gives way to another. Isaiah sees the invisible Yahweh (as it were), his robes filling the temple. The Hebrew word for “temple” is also the word for a king’s palace, and the temple in Jerusalem was an earthly representation of Yahweh’s heavenly palace. In Isaiah’s vision, this earthly palace becomes the heavenly palace where Yahweh is enthroned as the real king of the universe. Isaiah’s response is to realize that his lips are polluted; the reference to lips may relate to his being commissioned to use them as a prophet. He also refers to his people’s lips being polluted, which must have a different point. His prophecies make clear that their lips are indeed polluted; their worship and social life are characterized by falsehood. After Isaiah’s lips are purified, it becomes explicit that (like a human king) Yahweh is surrounded by his cabinet. This cabinet needs someone to under­take a task, and Isaiah volunteers to do so.


    Christian reading of the chapter commonly stops when Isaiah says “Here am I—send me,” but this reading thus confines itself to the preliminaries of the story. The commission is to tell Judah to listen and listen without understanding, and thereby to make it harder for people to see the reality of their situation and turn to Yahweh. That process will issue in devastation, comparable to the cutting down of a tree. It is no casual analogy, because Israel as the people of God is often likened to a tree.


    At this point we have to recall that Isaiah’s account of his commission is designed for Judah itself to hear. An irony is involved. The prophets’ messages are commonly designed to be self-defeating, at a surface level, to shock people into the change that will mean Yahweh doesn’t need to implement them. Their underlying aim is thereby achieved. Unfortunately, the strategy rarely works. (Jesus quotes these verses in Mark 4 in connection with his using the same technique; he also finds that it doesn’t work.)


    The last line of the chapter presupposes the failure of the shock tactic. The story thus needs to be read at two levels. It reflects the nature of Isaiah’s actual ministry (when the possibility of Judah turning is still open), but it also reflects the later context in which this collage is being assembled (when it is known that Judah has not turned). The tree has been cut down. But the closing line (Is 6:13) adds the comment, “Its stump is the holy seed.” There is the possibility that the tree can grow again.


    The book’s opening critique of the people was expressed in terms of their being people who have infuriated “Israel’s Holy One” (Is 1:4). Just before the account of the commission, Isaiah has spoken of the scorn for “Israel’s Holy One” that people’s attitude implies (Is 5:19, 24). We have noted that this distinctive title for Yahweh recurs elsewhere in the book, and the word holy plays a key role in the story of Isaiah’s commission. As well as being a vision of Yahweh as king, Isaiah’s vision emphasizes that Yahweh is the “holy, holy, holy” one. The fact that Yahweh is king points toward the connotations of holiness. It suggests God’s distinctively supernatural, dangerous, almost frightening, divine nature, which should make people bow their head simply because they are creatures—let alone because they are people polluted by their wrongdoing.


    The point is further underlined by the association of the phrase “Yahweh Armies” with the phrase “Israel’s Holy One.” English translations usually have “LORD of Hosts” for the first of these two descriptions. They thus follow the usual practice of replacing the name Yahweh with the noun “LORD” (elsewhere in Isaiah 6, the word “Lord” printed thus does represent the regular Hebrew word meaning “Lord”). The word for “hosts” is the regular Hebrew word for armies, the word that appears on the back of Israeli military trucks. The expression looks as if it literally reads “Yahweh of Armies,” which is an odd expression in Hebrew as in English, but one way or another it denotes the fact that Yahweh possesses or embodies all dynamic and forceful power, earthly and heavenly.


    The holy God can associate earthly entities with him, and they then become holy, and also become dangerous. It’s unwise to mess with them because God has identified with them. So Yahweh made Israel his holy people. That fact introduces danger into their own trivializing or compromising of their holy status, but it also adds to the rationale for Yahweh’s not simply giving up on them (see Is 4:3 as well as Is 6:13). They are the holy seed.


    Trust


    Isaiah’s account of his commission leads into a story about his confronting the earthly king (Is 7). Judah is under pressure from Ephraim and Syria, and King Ahaz is out inspecting Jerusalem’s defenses. The pressure from Ephraim and Syria links with the broader international context of pressure from Assyria, which wants to extend its empire westwards. Syria, then Ephraim, then Judah, are in its gun-sights.2


    Isaiah takes with him a son named “Leftovers-will-return.” The idea of leftovers is important in Isaiah, and there are several ways in which people could understand it. Yahweh is capable of dealing with Judah’s foes in so radical a way that only leftovers will survive to go home and tell the tale; such is the promise Isaiah goes on to give Ahaz. But the account of Isaiah’s commission has also given a warning that Yahweh’s action against Judah itself will mean that only leftovers will survive. Isaiah 10 will later speak of the challenge to such leftovers to return to Yahweh.


    Isaiah urges Ahaz not to be afraid but rather to trust in Yahweh. He makes the point by means of a neat double use of the Hebrew verb ’āman, which the New Revised Standard Version captures nicely: “If you do not stand firm in faith, you shall not stand at all” (Is 7:9). Trusting Yahweh is a key motif in Isaiah’s message. It is a key to Judah’s avoiding a devastating fate. Isaiah also sees it as the proper response to that declaration concerning what Yahweh can do to Judah’s attackers. He addresses the king as “David’s household,” which gives a further clue concerning why Ahaz should trust Yahweh’s promises rather than being fearful. Yahweh had made a commitment to David and his successors. Isaiah puts before Ahaz a demandingly impractical expectation: that Israel should live its life in the world on the basis of trust in Yahweh rather than on the regular principles that nations and communities accept.


    Isaiah adds further support for trust in inviting Ahaz to ask for a sign from Yahweh. Accepting a sign will put Ahaz in a difficult position, and he appeals to the Old Testament disapproval elsewhere of people testing Yahweh. Yahweh gives him a sign anyway. There is a girl who is going to have a baby, and when he is born she will be able to call him “God-is-with-us,” in light of the way Yahweh has fulfilled his promises. Isaiah reiterates the same point by a different sort of sign when he himself begets a son (perhaps it is the same child) whom he names “Plunder-hurries-loot-rushes” (Is 8:1-4). The name promises the total defeat of Syria and Ephraim.3


    Ahaz’s refusal to trust Yahweh means the deliverance will do Judah no long-term good. The name “Plunder-hurries-loot-rushes” is also double edged: in the absence of trust by Ahaz, Judah’s possessions, not those of Syria and Ephraim, will become loot. Isaiah restates these alternatives in a metaphor. Jerusalem’s defenses crucially included its defense of its water supply, which came via the stream issuing from the Gihon spring and flowing to the Pool of Siloam. Those relatively placid waters provide an image for Yahweh’s provision for Judah. But Judah has chosen not to trust in this provision. It will therefore find itself drowning in a more overwhelming flood.


    There is a link between trust in Yahweh and the holiness of Yahweh. While any people might describe its gods as holy ones, and Israel is also prepared to describe other supernatural beings as holy ones, Yahweh is the Holy One par excellence, and the term comes to denote Yahweh’s unique, extraordinary, awe-inspiring holiness as the only one who really deserves the title “God.” His unique power and deity combined with his commitment to Israel (he is “Israel’s Holy One”) mean he can and should be trusted. To turn in other directions is not merely the underestimating of a friend; it is an affront to his holiness. Israel can be in awe of all sorts of things (Assyria, Ephraim, Syria, alien gods). It needs to be in awe of Yahweh alone as the Holy One.


    Darkness and Light


    Isaiah determines simply to sit and wait for Yahweh to do what he has said (Is 8:17). Yahweh has told him to write down his teaching among his disciples—these might be Yahweh’s disciples, or they might be Isaiah’s disciples, though it makes little difference. Either way, they are people who have taken some notice of Isaiah. Writing down Yahweh’s threats will give something for Isaiah to point to when they are implemented; writing down the promises of a restoration that could follow will give people something hopeful to consider at that point.


    Instead of taking any notice of Isaiah, most people are inclined to consult mediums and other spiritual experts, who can put them in touch with relatives who have passed and who, because they are not confined to this life, may be able to give them advice about the suppliants’ lives and future (Is 8:19-20). People who consult the dead need not see themselves as being disloyal to Yahweh: the dead are in Yahweh’s care, and consulting them is a means of discovering what Yahweh has to say. But it’s the traditional gods’ way, not Yahweh’s way, and operating in this fashion means that in effect they are consulting the traditional gods, not consulting Yahweh. They are resorting to darkness in order to find their way through dark times, but they will find themselves in even greater darkness, gloom and murkiness.


    Surprisingly, at this point (Is 9:2-7 [1-6]) there comes a declaration that light has dawned. Darkness is a figure for a situation where one does not understand what is going on, for an experience of trouble, for deception and plotting, and for death itself (a tomb is a dark place). It thus suggests a realm from which Yahweh is absent or in which he is inactive. Light is a figure for a situation where one can see and understand, for a place where one doesn’t mind being seen, for an experience of deliverance and blessing, for a realm where Yahweh is present and active.


    In Isaiah’s day Israel experienced both darkness and light. The collage here juxtaposes the community’s experience of darkness and the prospect of deeper gloom, and also the experience of dawning light and the prospect of full brightness. Perhaps darkness is deepening and light is dawning at the same time, or perhaps the deepening and the dawning belong in different contexts. The collage holds both before its readers, to offer them challenge and hope.


    Strikingly, the dawning of light takes the form of the deliverance of Ephraim. There was no such deliverance in Isaiah’s day; Isaiah’s description of a dawning that has happened is actually a description of a dawning that lies in the future. There are other passages in Isaiah and elsewhere where promises about the future are expressed as if the events have already happened; if Yahweh has decided to make it happen, it is already actual.


    Isaiah goes on to speak of another child, one who has been born, who will rule with authority on David’s throne with mišpāṭ and ṣĕdāqâ. Like earlier children who have been mentioned, he will have a name that will speak of Yahweh’s activity: “An-extraordinary-planner-is-the-warrior-God; the-everlasting-Father-is-an-officer-for-well-being.” Like those other names, this one does not describe the child but proclaims something that his birth is to remind people of, something about their God. Their warrior God is a great counselor, one capable of formulating plans and fulfilling them. And their everlasting Father is an officer or leader who will bring them šālȏm or well-being.


    The other births that have been reported are events that have already happened; so perhaps has this birth. The child will then be King Hezekiah, in whose time Yahweh did prove himself along lines suggested by the name, and in whose time light did dawn, though his reign was not the beginning of a new age. Yet the declaration about deliverance spoke in the past tense about something that had not yet taken place. It likely follows that this birth is also an event to come; Isaiah 11 is explicit that the emergence of such a king lies in the future.


    Putting Down and Raising Up


    In due course Isaiah turns his fire on the nation that will be the means of Yahweh’s disciplining Israel, and elaborates further on Israel’s restoration (Is 10:5–12:6).


    In Isaiah, Yahweh uses human agents, particularly imperial powers, to express both his anger and his faithfulness toward Israel. Assyria, Babylon and Persia fulfill this role. Isaiah uses vigorous language to describe Yahweh’s controlling direction of them. Yahweh had “whistled” for Assyria like a general whistling for his forces (or his dog?) (Is 5:26; 7:18). Here, Yahweh “sends” Assyria and “commissions it,” as he had sent Isaiah (Is 6:8). Yet an army is aware of the general whistling, and a prophet is aware of Yahweh sending. Assyria is not only a conscript but an unconscious one. It undertakes action against Judah for its own reasons. It is aware of its power and skill, likes using them, and in particular likes using them so as to increase its own wealth.


    Yahweh’s attitude is that a superpower ought to recognize that it serves a higher power. A club sits in the hand of someone who wields it. Assyria behaves as if it is self-wielding; to be even more paradoxical, it behaves as if it wields the person who holds it, rather than the other way around. Like Amos in his condemnation of the nations surrounding Ephraim (and like Paul in Romans), Isaiah assumes that nations have an inbuilt knowledge of their relationship to God, their subordination to God and their responsibility to God, and an inbuilt knowledge of what counts as right ways of behavior. They don’t need a special revelation concerning the basics of right and wrong. If they ignore that knowledge and simply do as they wish, they are responsible for their actions and may pay for them. Although it has unwittingly implemented Yahweh’s will, Assyria will pay for the fact that its motivation lay in a different direction.


    The impressive Assyrian tree is therefore to be felled and/or burned, sharing the fate of the not-so-impressive Judahite tree of whose felling and burning Isaiah has already spoken. But the prophecy has already indicated that the devastating of that tree will leave it with a tiny basis for new growth. That prospect reappears in Isaiah 11:1-10, where the image of a tree, its felling and its renewed growth is applied to the Davidic line, as well as to the people as a whole.


    Isaiah 11 is the nearest to a “messianic” promise in this first collage. It does not use the word māšȋaḥ, which never appears in the Old Testament with reference to a future king (in Isaiah, it comes only in Is 45:1, where it refers to Cyrus). But the passage does speak of a future king of the Davidic line who will fulfill Yahweh’s vision for the Davidic king in a way that Ahaz doesn’t, and that even Hezekiah will not. He will be an embodiment of insight, not stupidity, unlike both these kings, who lacked insight in the way they conducted national affairs. He will walk in Yahweh’s way in ruling the people and will encourage the people as a whole in that direction. He will implement mišpāṭ and ṣĕdāqâ in the country and thus work on behalf of ordinary people rather than powerful people. He will take violent action against the powerful so that the powerless will thus no longer be at their mercy, like sheep that no longer have to fear wolves.


    Within Isaiah’s lifetime, Assyria conquers Ephraim and transports many of its people, and in due course a similar fate will overcome Judah. When the Judahite tree or the Assyrian tree is felled and burned, only “leftovers” will remain, and some of Judah’s leftovers will find themselves scattered around the countries to the west, the south and the east. But Yahweh will reach out to fetch both Judahites and Ephraimites back, and will also transform relationships between Ephraim and Judah, and between both of them and their neighbors (Is 11:11-16).


    Things Move Forward, but What Goes Around Comes Around


    We have noted the way that the arrangement of individual prophecies in this collage gives it some forward movement but also some impression that what goes around comes around. At its center is the portrayal of Isaiah’s activity and its implications in Isaiah 6:1–9:7 [6], which is set in the context of a series of solemn confrontations and proclamations of Yahweh’s anger.
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    Figure 1.1


    A tension between judgment and comfort already appeared in the opening sections of the collage (Is 1:1–5:7), and it reappears in the closing ones (Is 10:5–12:6). In the opening part, Isaiah paints long descriptions of Israel, Judah and especially Jerusalem, and of the disaster that must come, but alternates these with lyrical pictures of how things will be when Jerusalem is restored. If the more somber picture dominates the opening, the closing part becomes increasingly encouraging. After the last contention against Jerusalem, Isaiah turns to speak the same “Hey, you!” to the one who is to be the means of Jerusalem’s punishment; more pictures of Yahweh’s restoration of Israel follow. The collage then closes with a song to sing in the day Yahweh fulfills these promises.
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Isaiah 1-12: messages and stories about Judah’s life, about the trouble that threatens
it and about the fulfillment of Yahweh'’s purpose for it. The concrete historical
references relate to the time of King Ahaz (who reigned about 735-715), the first
major stage of Isaiah’s ministry.

Isaiah 13-27: messages about the nations around Judah, such as Babylon, Assyria,
Philistia and Moab—both the big imperial powers and Judah’s neighbors. Although
these messages are about other nations, they are given as teaching to Judah. These
individual peoples are in focus in chapters 13-23. Isaiah 24-27 then speaks about the
world as a whole more than about individual nations.
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5:8-24 Isaiah’s contention against Jerusalem (“Hey, you!”)

5:25-30 Isaiah’s attempt to get people to face facts
(“For all this, his anger has not turned””)

6:1-13 Isaiah’s commission

7:1-8:10 How it worked out

8:11-9:7 [6] The consequences for Isaiah and for Israel

9:8-21[7-20] Isaiah’s attempt to get people to face facts
(“For all this, his anger has not turned”)

10:1-4 Isaiah’s contention against Jerusalem (“Hey, you!”)
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Isaiah 28-39: more messages and stories about Judah’s life, about the trouble that
threatens it and about the fulfillment of Yahweh’s purpose for it. It thus resembles
chapters 1-12. But the concrete historical references now relate to the time of King
Hezekiah (who reigned about 715-687), the second major stage of Isaiah’s ministry.

Isaiah 40-55: messages to people living in the period when many Judahites had been
transported to Babylon after the fall of Jerusalem in 587. More specifically, they are
living on the eve of the moment when Cyrus, the Persian king, will conquer Babylon
and free them to return to Judah, which happened in 539.

Isaiah 56-66: messages to the people in Judah itself sometime after 539, when
they are rebuilding the temple or have rebuilt it but when the city is still in a
devastated state.
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1-12 challenge and hope for Judah,
trouble for Assyria (time of Ahaz)
(Is 1:4; 5:19, 24; 10:17, 20; 12:6)
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13-23 calamity for Babylon,
calamity and hope for
other peoples

(Is17:7)

24-27 calamity and renewal
for the world
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28-39 challenge and hope for Judah,
trouble for Assyria (time of Hezekiah)
(Is 29:19, 23; 30:11-12, 15; 31:1; 37:23)
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40-55 calamity for Babylon,

hope for Judah and other peoples
(Is 37:23; 41:14, 16, 20; 43:3, 14; 45:11;
47:4; 48:17; 49:73, 7b; 54:5; 55:5)
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56—66 challenge and hope for Judah,
and other peoples after exile: a new
world (Is 60:9, 14)
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